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“So this is Blackwell Castle,” Rory MacKay said when the cart crested a rise and provided him with his first view of their destination. “I thought it’d be bigger.”

Prince Vortigern chuckled. “So did I, but I reckon it’ll be big enough for us.”

Rory grunted that he agreed and then moved the cart on down the slope toward the gatehouse. They were still some distance away when two of the guards on duty noticed their approach and crossed the drawbridge to meet them.

When Rory drew the cart to a halt they accepted Vortigern’s claim to be a prince without question and then escorted them through the entrance to a courtyard where they were told to wait. A guard left them and presently he returned with a small group, their arrival making Vortigern smile broadly and then leap down from the seat.

“It’s been a while,” one man said, moving ahead of the group with his hand outstretched. “Even so, I’d never have expected my brother to arrive in such a humble manner.”

“That just means the time since we last met was well-spent,” Vortigern said, their brief exchange letting Rory work out that he was talking to Prince Truman, Vortigern’s elder brother and second-in-line to the throne.

“From what I’ve been told, it was, but now I’d welcome the chance to hear about your exploits first-hand.”

Truman then ushered Vortigern back toward the keep. Neither man paid any attention to Rory, but then again he had feared that he would be dealt with as just another commoner now that the prince was once again with his family in one of his father’s castles.

The guard then directed him toward the stables, but before he could move off, to his delight Vortigern stopped and hurried back. When he reached the cart he gestured at the keep.

“Join me in the great hall when you’ve dealt with the cart and our belongings,” he said.

Rory nodded and as Vortigern headed back he was amused to see that Truman had eyed their exchange with surprise, clearly not having expected to see royalty go running to speak with someone of lower status. Rory then followed the guard to the stables after which a courtier led him to Vortigern’s room on the top floor of the keep.

He was left alone to lay out Vortigern’s belongings, not that there was much to do as they had traveled light with barely more than a change of clothing and enough money to feed themselves on the journey. When he left the room he was taken to his much smaller room and shown the connecting door that he would have to use whenever he was called upon to tend to his master’s needs.

Rory accepted his instructions with a fixed smile, resisting the urge to explain that Vortigern may be a prince but he didn’t behave in the way that his brother clearly did. He figured that Vortigern would find the courtier’s behavior amusing when he told him about it later, although he couldn’t help but have another tremor of concern that being exposed to his old way of life would change him.

His fears were alleviated when he was taken down to the great hall where Vortigern was talking with his brother. The courtier signified that Rory should stand against the wall in the shadows, but Vortigern noticed him and waved him on to sit with him.

“And that was when I had to face down Tegan Stuart and all his men,” Vortigern said and then slapped Rory’s shoulder. “Thankfully I wasn’t on my own as without Rory at my side I’m sure that Tegan would have killed me.”

“Then you’ve earned everything good that will be coming to you,” Truman said with a curt nod to Rory before Vortigern continued with the tale of his recent activities.

Two years ago Vortigern had left the royal court in Knight’s Hold to travel. He had wanted to spend time with people who didn’t know he was a prince in the hope that he’d find something to do with his life that he would find more rewarding.

After several setbacks, he’d met up with Rory in Northmere. They’d worked as guards for Tegan Stuart, who was planning to explore an island where it was believed that the long-dead mage Tuathal had buried a massive stash of treasure.

Vortigern had grown in confidence and ultimately he had achieved something he could be proud of when the two men had proved that the treasure was long-gone. This had led to a confrontation with Tegan, who had been profiting from the endeavor and didn’t want the search to end.

In the ensuing chaos Vortigern had killed Tegan and he had been forced to admit his royal status. A while later his brother had called him to Blackwell Castle. No reason had been given for the meeting, but the praise in the missive for his actions in Northmere had made Vortigern assume that he would be rewarded in some way, perhaps even with the ownership of Blackwell Castle.

When Vortigern finished his tale Truman gave them an update on events in Northmere. Apparently the island had been turned into a prison and the message had just been received that there had been a breakout.

Truman suggested that maybe if Vortigern and Rory had stayed there this wouldn’t have happened. While the two men smiled at this, he bade Vortigern to return to the hall that evening when a feast and celebration would be held in his honor.

“So something good is coming your way, after all,” Rory said after Truman had excused himself.

“That was what my brother promised, but he didn’t say what it was,” Vortigern said. “I assume he wants to reveal it during the feast in our honor tonight.”

“The feast will be in your honor, not mine, and I accept that’ll be the way of things from now on.”

“We stood side by side and faced down the trouble in Northmere. Now we will stand side by side and enjoy all the rewards.”

“It’s good of you to say that.” Rory winked. “Does that mean I can have your massive, luxurious room while you take my small, barren cell?”

Vortigern laughed. “No, it means I’ll see about getting you a better room.”

Rory laughed, too. He was even more pleased when Vortigern was as good as his word and by the time he reached the top floor another room had already been set aside for him. A fresh set of clothes had even been laid out.

Rory changed and then paced the room as he whiled away the time before he had to attend his first ever celebratory feast with the kind of people he had rarely even seen before, but whose company would probably become more commonplace now. It was getting dark when Vortigern came to fetch him and he eyed his new apparel with amusement as he hadn’t changed from his traveling clothes.

They then headed down to the great hall where a line of around thirty men and women were seated along one side of the long table. They were all dressed in colorful finery and, as they stood up to greet Vortigern, they eyed him while murmuring to each other in apparent surprise at his humble attire.

Vortigern made his way to his position beside Truman and Rory was directed to sit three people away from the far end of the table, although the bunched-up plates around him suggested this had been a late change. Truman then headed around the table to address the gathering.

“We have gathered here tonight to honor my brother, who solved a mystery that had confounded everyone,” he said. “He proved that the mage Tuathal didn’t bury his treasure in his fortress, and I have no doubt that this information led directly to the treasure actually being found.”

Rory flinched in surprise, as did Vortigern, although everyone else along the table merely nodded suggesting this was common knowledge.

“Where was it found?” Vortigern called, interrupting Truman before he could continue.

“The exact location is a secret, but I can tell you that Commander Duncan MacKay found it far to the south shortly before he captured the traitor Gideon Copeland.”

Truman then carried on with his speech, but Vortigern frowned and lowered his head, something about Truman’s statement having concerned him. Rory didn’t pay attention to the rest of the speech either as before he had fetched up in Northmere he had known a Duncan MacKay.

Both the first name and clan affiliation were common so it was probably a coincidence. More important, back then they had been only common soldiers, but when they had parted company Duncan had been heading south on an unspecified mission.

With his thoughts dwelling on his past he only paid attention to proceedings again when Truman asked for everyone to show their support and clap. Vortigern then rose briefly and thanked his brother with a gruff voice.

Truman returned to his place at the table and signified that everyone could begin eating. A murmuring of chatter and contented approval for the meal started up. As nobody showed an interest in speaking to him, Rory descended into a thoughtful fugue in which he almost convinced himself that his old friend and the man who had found Tuathal’s treasure had to be the same man.

Presently he shook himself to stop his brooding and found that Truman was making another speech, which ended with his introducing the entertainment for the evening. Unfortunately a play was to be staged in the clear area in front of the table so he closed his eyes and tried to doze, although he opened them and paid attention when he picked up on the story that was being told.

The play, performed by only five men with each one playing multiple roles, related Tuathal’s exploits leading to his retreat into his fortress. The story must have been written some time ago as it didn’t conform to the few facts that Rory reckoned were commonly known about the ancient mage and it conformed even less to the information about him that he and Vortigern had uncovered.

On the other hand the entertainment had been organized as a tribute to Vortigern and it was likely that not many plays had been written about a mage who had died five hundred years ago. Either way, the hour-long tale had Rory struggling to keep his eyelids open and Vortigern seemed no happier as he sat with his jaw set sternly.

After yet another brief doze Rory flinched and came awake to find that the actors had lined up to bow to the audience, who provided a smattering of desultory applause showing that everyone else had been as bored as he had been. The guests then rose up and mingled while Truman headed over to the actors.

Vortigern stayed where he was and held his head in his hands. Several people tried to speak to him, but he ignored them, so Rory made his way along the table and sat in a spare chair beside him.

“The play wasn’t that bad,” he said when Vortigern didn’t acknowledge him either. “Or at least the bits I stayed awake for weren’t that bad.”

“The play didn’t annoy me,” Vortigern said with a sigh and then turned to Rory. “It was Truman’s announcement.”

Rory winced. “To be honest it’s been a long day and the meal was bigger and richer than I’m used to, so I must have dozed off during his speech, too.”

Vortigern snorted a harsh laugh. “I wish I’d done that, as he told everyone what my reward will be. I’m to be the patron of Sean O’Reilly’s band of traveling minstrels, the no-doubt talented folks you so enjoyed watching.”

Rory gave a sympathetic frown. “That’s hardly a reward for what you did and unless you got involved in things in your former life that I don’t know about you don’t have any experience of the theater either.”

“I don’t have any experience, but the reward does concern a troubling matter I was involved in before we met.” Vortigern rubbed his brow while sporting a pained expression as he appeared to recall that event. “In two weeks the actors are to perform a play in Knight’s Hold based on the siege of Tormond Castle and I’m to advise them on the details of what happened there. Truman says the play will be performed to honor the man who is to be appointed as the commander of the southern campaign.”

“That would be Duncan MacKay,” Rory mused.

“So you stayed awake for some of my brother’s speech, but this appointment is hardly what either of us expected, so if you want to part ways and go and do something else instead, I’ll understand.”

Rory shook his head. “I’ll stay because I have a feeling this tribute to Duncan might concern a troubling matter I was involved in before we met, too.”
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“With your help the Siege of Tormond Castle will become as famous a play as Tuathal’s Rise and Fall,” Sean O’Reilly said when Vortigern and Rory joined him in the great hall the next morning.

Sean then gave a deep bow as did the rest of the minstrels. Vortigern groaned and then waved at them, signifying that they should all stand upright.

“Hopefully with my help it’ll also be a more accurate version of events than last night’s play was,” Vortigern said with a smile.

Sean winced and then gave another bow.

“If I have your permission, I would have to disagree with that opinion.”

“I don’t want you to deal with me as a son of your king so please feel free to speak your mind, always.”

Sean thought this through and then took a deep breath.

“I will do as you wish and state that in the theater reflecting reality is irrelevant. There is a more fundamental truth to convey to our audience than just the mere facts of what happened. In this case everyone who attends the Siege of Tormond Castle needs to be presented with a demonstration of the severity of the traitor Gideon Copeland’s crimes and the importance of Duncan MacKay’s capture of him.”

“Then we’ll have no problem because what Gideon did was unforgivable. He conspired with our enemy to end the siege and planned to hand me over to them.”

“In that case I would suggest that you begin at the beginning.”

Sean then gestured at the table and the two men sat down. Vortigern leaned back in his chair as he gathered his thoughts and then rocked forward.

“I guess the beginning would be when I first met Commander Gideon Copeland. At the time I thought—”

“I’m so sorry to interrupt you, but I meant that you should start at the beginning of the play.”

Sean gave a benevolent smile and then held out a hand. One of his actors came over and handed him a thick sheath of papers, which he dropped down on the table in front of Vortigern with an echoing thud.

Vortigern read the title on the front page. He frowned and then skimmed through a few pages before raising his head.

“I thought my role was to tell you what happened during the siege so that you could write it down, with due consideration to providing whatever you reckon the fundamental truth is, and yet you appear to have already written something.”

“I have and I hope to acquire your patronage when you have read my humble musings on the events at Tormond Castle.”

“What will you do if I don’t think you’ve written about the key events?”

Sean rubbed his brow, seemingly not comprehending the question and then shrugged.

“I will gladly explain to you how I have, in fact, covered those events.”

“Even though you weren’t there and the people who survived the
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