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Chapter 1

 


Village of Helsop

 


Princess Electra closed the worn door of the
ramshackle clinic after releasing her last patient and headed for
the school of medicine, when her husband, Dagon, rode up astride
one horse and leading another.

“Any more patients today?” he asked.

“No, now that spring has finally shown its
face, even my last arthritis patient has left me,” Electra said
with a smile.

“Are you teaching this morning?”

“No, Isa has taken over my tincture class and
Vesta is teaching contagious diseases.”

“Good,” Dagon said, tossing her the reins of
the horse he was leading. “Come with me. I am going up to Cold Lake
to take out the racing boat. It may be the ice has broken up enough
to take our fishing boats out of dry dock.”

Electra clapped her hands in excitement.
“Truly? It is still early in spring for the breakup.”

“It was a mild winter. It is possible we
might have fresh fish for dinner.”

Electra did not bother to tell her students
where she was going. She had many students now who had been with
her for years and had learned enough to begin their own careers as
physicians. They would not miss her if she took a few hours off to
join Dagon in his excursion. She swung herself up into the saddle
and they turned north.

 


A half hour’s ride through great jagged
rocks, scrubby short trees and an ever closer view of Helsop’s
glacier took them to the shore of Cold Lake – an enormous body of
water that stretched east into uncharted rivers and lands. Huge
chunks of ice bobbed about and the great rumbling noises of
cracking ice filled the air.

“It is still quite dangerous out there, but I
think we can navigate around the big chunks in a small boat,” Dagon
said.

They pulled the tarp off the small racing
boat that Prince Avor, Electra’s brother, had given them for a
wedding present. It seemed they were always too busy to spend time
sailing the small craft and there were no other boats to race
against anyway. Their two fishing boats, gifts from Electra’s
parents, King Geoffrey and Queen Delphinia of Fernland, were not
made for racing. They were work boats and had made all the
difference in keeping the village of Helsop fed.

“Could we push some chunks of ice aside to
make a path for the fishing boats?” Electra asked.

“We likely could, if the ice floes are as
free-floating as they seem,” Dagon cautioned.

Electra knew they needed to be sure. It was
not an easy task to take the fishing boats in and out of the water.
It required teams of horses and a good deal of manpower.

“We still have dried fish, but supplies are
running low,” Electra said.

Dagon nodded. Everyone kept a close eye on
the supply of dried fish during the winter months. The village had
lost many to starvation before the fishing boats arrived.

They dragged the small racing boat across a
sandy stretch of beach and Electra stepped in as it hit the water.
Dagon gave a final push and jumped in as the lake took the boat’s
weight.

“I want to go out a ways and make sure all
the chunks of ice are free-floating,” Dagon said. He nudged a chunk
of ice away with his oar as they drifted out onto the lake.

“Can we go out to Seal Point and see if the
seals are there?” Electra asked.

“Yes, of course.” Dagon laughed. “Perhaps we
should have brought a picnic.”

Dagon continued to nudge aside chunks of ice
as he rowed carefully. He did not dare to put up the sail, even
though there was a fresh breeze blowing—the wind could easily blow
them into an iceberg.

 


They reached Seal Point but found the beach
deserted. Electra pulled her woolen jacket closer around her.
Dagon, wearing a canvas jacket, leather boots and breeches, jumped
into the icy cold shallow water and pulled the boat ashore.

“Your feet will freeze,” Electra chided. “We
did not need to come ashore.”

Dagon pointed his chin at something ashore
and Electra followed his gaze. “Someone has been camping here,” he
said.

Electra jumped from the boat onto the
gravelly shore to look closer. She saw a small fire pit and a
cleared area where a tent had likely been pitched.

“Was it someone from Helsop?” she asked. “How
could anyone else have traveled here over a frozen lake?”

Dagon reached down to feel the ashes. “Cold,”
he said. “They could have walked in or skated in, I suppose – but
from where?”

Electra and Dagon both knew there were three
likely possibilities.

The first and most frightening possibility
was Vagan pirates; they had attacked Helsop several years ago and
been soundly defeated thanks to the neighboring Army of Henge.

“It could not have been the Vagans,” Electra
hurried to say. “They always come in mass and always in their long
boats.”

“It could have been the fishermen from
Thebes,” Dagon said. “Even though we have forbidden them to fish in
Helsop’s part of Cold Lake, they know we have weapons unfamiliar to
them. They would like to find out the secret of our exploding
arrows and could have sent a spy for that purpose.”

“For that matter, the Vagans could have sent
a spy as well,” Electra agreed. “Those who survived the attack
watched their boats sink after exploding arrows splintered the
hulls.”

They both shook their heads at the same time.
“You think it more likely the Silent Men, do you not?” Electra
asked.

Dagon nodded. “Not even a frozen lake can
deter men bent on a religious quest.”

Electra stared out at the ice-littered blue
lake as she considered. The Silent Men believed in reincarnation.
They had witnessed the extraordinary powers of Electra’s
four-year-old cousin, Esme, and believed that she was their
reincarnated goddess. Already they had kidnapped the child once and
taken her to their hilltop sanctuary far away.

Electra had gone with the sorceress Serafina,
Esme’s mother, and they had succeeded in bringing back the
kidnapped child. Bereft at the loss of their goddess, the Silent
Men had sent two of their sect the year before, back to Helsop,
most likely to find their little goddess once again. Unfortunately,
the two men had contracted smallpox and died shortly after arriving
in Helsop, so no one was really sure what their mission had
been.

Electra took a deep breath. “I suppose we
should warn Serafina.”

Dagon shook his head. “We do not know for a
fact that it was the Silent Men. It would have been an incredible
feat to arrive here over a frozen lake. Let me ask around in the
village first. Someone may have been camping here for some innocent
reason.”

 



Chapter 2

 


Village of Helsop

 


At lunch Electra joined her best friend, Isa,
and one of her senior students, Vesta, to go over the schedule for
the next week’s classes.

“Many of our students are now able to teach
classes on the making of tinctures,” Vesta said. She stopped to
make sure she had Electra’s full attention before continuing. “I
have been thinking for some time now that I should begin to look
for work outside the village.”

Electra knew Vesta, a smallpox survivor, felt
her pockmarked face lessened her chances of marriage. She likely
saw finding employment an eventual necessity.

“Helsop is your home,” Electra argued.

“Yes,” Isa added, “You should not feel
compelled to find work outside.”

“How many physicians does one village need?”
Vesta asked.

Electra worried her lower lip with her teeth
as she considered Vesta’s question. Of course she knew this day
must come for her students but now that it had come, she felt
uneasy about sending them out into a world new to them and far from
Helsop.

“You make a good point,” she said, finally.
“Are there others who feel as you do?”

“Yes,” Vesta said. “Many of us have been here
three years or more. We are ready to begin work as physicians.”
Vesta looked out the window of the dining area at Helsop’s glacier.
“We have considered sending out a circular to surrounding kingdoms
to see if any might be in need of a physician.”

“I suppose that might work,” Electra said.
“Fernland has Physician Rothman but he seldom leaves the castle.
They have a few midwives and a dentist, but no other physicians. I
would not like to see you go alone. Perhaps you could advertise as
teams – one herbalist and one injury specialist.”

“I think that is a good idea” Isa said. “It
could prove lonely otherwise. But what would Physician Rothman say
to such competition for patients in Fernland?”

“Physician Rothman may not like the idea,”
Electra said, “especially if he thinks I am behind it. He has never
forgiven me for refusing to intern under his tutelage.”

“Perhaps we should try further afield than
Fernland,” Vesta said. “Perhaps Lands End?”

Electra took a deep breath. “I grew up near
Lands End in Chase Bound. I have not been back since I left at age
sixteen.”

Vesta tilted her head. “I know you were
raised by Serafina, but I did not know you lived in Chase
Bound.”

“It is a long story,” Electra said. “Most
here know of it but those of you who migrated from Hammer Haven may
not have heard the story. Serafina is really my aunt though she
continues to call me her daughter. Serafina kidnapped me because
she was angry with my parents. Serafina was engaged to marry my
father and he broke the engagement to marry Delphinia instead.
Queen Delphinia, Serafina’s younger sister is my real mother.
Serafina took me to Lands End to avoid detection.”

“I am surprised Delphinia has forgiven
Serafina,” Vesta said.

“I doubt she has, but my mother loves
Serafina’s daughters, Esme and Shalin. They are her nieces and they
are very dear to her. My mother and Serafina have come to a truce
of sorts.”

Isa brought the conversation back to the
issue at hand. “We could make up circulars and send them out with
traders, now spring is here and the roads are passable.”

“Or I could take them myself,” Electra said.
“I could go by ship if I made the shorter trip to Henge first.” She
held up the gold ring with small sapphires embedded in it that
Dagon had given her as a wedding gift. “I would like to see
Serafina and the twins again. They have promised to make another
try at discovering the spells hidden in my ring.”

Isa gave a little shiver. “Are you sure you
wish to know?”

Electra shrugged. “The top-most spell was
only a message written in an ancient language. “By careful study of
the stars, death may be thwarted.”

“What if the spell beneath it gives powers to
the one who wears the ring?” Isa asked.

“I have worn it for two years now and have
not been aware of any special powers,” Electra said with a smile.
“Are you superstitious?”

“A little, I suppose, when it comes to rings
with hidden spells.” Isa blushed.

Electra turned to look at Vesta. “What if I
were to travel on to Lands End and found the villagers there in
need of such a medical team? Would you want to relocate so far from
Helsop?”

Vesta went quiet for a moment, looking down
at her clasped hands. “Yes, I would be willing. It is time.”

 


Electra was working on an advertising
circular when Dagon found her hours later at the school of
medicine.

“Dagon, Dagon,” Coco screeched as he walked
through the door.

Electra and Dagon laughed at the imitation of
Electra’s voice.

“Surely I do not screech like that,” Electra
said.

“Only when you are very excited to see me,”
Dagon replied, still laughing. He sat down across the table from
her. “What are you working on?”

Electra sighed. “Some of my students are
ready to begin their careers. I plan to take advertising circulars
to Fernland and Lands End.”

“Why not just send them along with our
traders? A few are planning to leave soon with tools and weapons we
have made over the winter. We have an order to deliver to your
father in Fernland.”

“I feel this is something I must do myself. I
would not want to send my students to a place I had not checked on
personally.”

“I suppose you plan to go by way of
Henge?”

A guilty expression flitted over Electra’s
face. “Yes, you have found me out. I want to stop and visit with
Serafina and the twins along the way.”

“I expected that you were overdue for a
visit. Would you like me to accompany you as far as Henge?”

Electra’s guilty expression was replaced with
one of curiosity. “Why only as far as Henge?”

Dagon smiled. “I am not anxious to take up my
lessons in kingship at Fernland under your father’s supervision. I
am content to be Headman of Helsop.”

Electra’s hand flew to her mouth to stifle a
giggle. “I had forgotten you were in training to be acting king
when father has need to travel outside Fernland. I suppose there is
that danger unless my brother has returned from his service in the
Great Khan’s Army.”

“It is not a chance I am willing to take,”
Dagon said. “I plan to delay my next trip to Fernland until I am
sure your brother has returned.”

Dagon’s eyes twinkled with amusement;
nevertheless, Electra knew that these training sessions--considered
by her father an honor bestowed on Dagon--were, in truth, a source
of vexation to her husband.

“My father will be disappointed,” Electra
teased. “But on a more serious note, have you found anyone in
Helsop who could account for the abandoned campsite we found this
morning?”

Dagon shook his head. “Deimos and I searched
along the shoreline for anything left behind. We found some marks
that might have been made by a sled pulled ashore not far from the
site. Any sled marks left on the ice vanished when the ice began to
break up on the lake.” Dagon stopped for a moment to consider. “I
suppose you might tell Serafina that much. She will likely conclude
it is the Silent Men come to reclaim their goddess and it is
possible she would be right in her assumption.”

“I will tell her. It might be better you send
a guard with me to Henge. Helsop’s headman might be needed here
when the mystery visitor is unveiled.”

“I hope not, but it is worrisome.” Dagon
stood up. “Enough of suppositions. I have come to fetch you for
dinner. The rumor is there is fish stew at the mess tent.”

Electra stood up as well. “Good. I am
famished.”

 



Chapter 3

 


Kingdom of Henge

 


Before leaving Helsop for Henge, Electra put
Isa in charge of the school of medicine and the clinic. Dagon
assigned Tandor to be Electra’s bodyguard for the duration of her
trip to Lands End and back.

Tandor had been Electra’s usual guard over
the last four years and the two had formed a friendship of sorts,
feeling comfortable in each other’s presence. For the past two
days, they had ridden on horseback at an unhurried pace, stopping
often for short breaks and once beside a rocky outcrop on the trail
to lay out their blankets and sleep through the night. As they
approached Henge’s castle, Electra broke the companionable
silence.

“Will you stay in the barracks as usual?”

“Yes,” Tandor said, “unless you think it
prudent to keep me close for some reason.”

“No, I have nothing to fear from the
Blackwells.”

Tandor nodded in reply, a man of few
words.

 


When they arrived at the castle gate, her
foster-mother, Serafina, and her four-year-old twin daughters, Esme
and Shalin, were there to greet them.

“You were sighted coming over the pass,”
Serafina said.

After hugs and words of welcome, Serafina,
Esme and Shalin walked with their visitors up the rise to the
castle. Tandor took the bridles of the two horses and veered off to
the army barracks with a silent wave.

“You should have sent a message,” Serafina
said. “I might have been gone.”

“I hoped you would be here, but as it
happens, Henge is only the first stop on my own journey,” Electra
said, drawing out a few circulars from her bag. She handed one to
Serafina.

“What is this?” Serafina read through one of
the circulars and smiled. “You have a surplus of physicians in
Helsop?”

“We do. A healthier village you will not
find.” Electra laughed. “After years of study, some of my older
students want to look into the possibilities for employment outside
Helsop.”

Serafina considered this statement for a
moment. “Prince Blackwell’s Army has its own medical unit and would
likely not be receptive to a female physician. However, the
remainder of the village might be capable of supporting one. I will
see if there is any interest in a village clinic. But more of
business later. For now you must tell me all your news.”

 


Electra joined the Blackwells for lunch.
Besides Serafina, Esme and Shalin, four other Blackwells sat at the
long dining table. Already sipping tea were Old King Blackwell and
his son, Prince Blackwell. Prince Blackwell now ruled Henge after
his father sustained a severe war injury and stepped down from
power. Newcomers to the family, Phinn the Ambassador and his wife,
Juanita, sat to the right of the old king. Phinn, who was newly
found to be a Blackwell, after years living on his own known as
Take the Thief, was the illegitimate son of the old king. His
presence in the family still seemed tenuous in the eyes of all but
the old king who had been overjoyed to find him after so many
years.

The twins demanded news of their friends in
Helsop, namely Little Dagon and Timor. Electra was happy to give a
report.

“Timor is apprenticed to his father, Olaf,”
Electra told the girls. “He has begun to learn the art of making
arrows. Little Dagon, now five years old, often stops to see me at
the clinic. He asks about you both and wants to know if any visits
are planned.”

Esme and Shalin giggled and an unspoken
thought seemed to pass between them.

Electra took a breath and hesitated before
making her next statement. “We found a campsite at Cold Lake just
after the ice broke. It seems someone not of our village had been
staying there.”

Prince Blackwell and Serafina both leveled
suspicious glances at Electra. Electra surmised they had both
jumped to the conclusion it must be the Silent Men come to seek
their lost goddess, Esme, hoping to find her once again at
Helsop.

“Any clues as to who it might have been?”
Prince Blackwell asked in a voice pretending nonchalance.

“It could have been someone coming over the
ice,” Electra said, “but that would have entailed a dangerous
journey and great commitment.” Electra kept her tone neutral. “With
the breaking of the ice, no trail was visible.”

Serafina’s eyes turned a blue gray color as
she considered the possibilities.

Electra recognized that blue gray color from
her many years living in Lands End as Serafina’s daughter. It was
the color her foster mother’s eyes turned when she was plotting
something or solving a puzzle.

“I had an unexpected visitor as well – about
a week ago,” Serafina announced to those seated around her.

“You did?” Prince Blackwell said. “This is
the first I have heard of it.”

Old King Blackwell looked up from his plate,
evidently finding this last comment of interest. “Now you know how
I feel. No one bothers to tell me anything that goes on around here
either.”

Take the Thief, now known as Phinn the
Ambassador, smiled at his father. “You know that is not true,
Father. I and my acting troupe are your own personal intelligence
agency.”

Old King Blackwell shrugged. “Did any of you
know about this visitor?”

“No,” Phinn admitted.

Everyone looked at Serafina, waiting for an
explanation.

Serafina pushed her plate aside and pressed
her fingers to her lips. “I thought little of it at the time, but
now…” She shrugged. “He was a scholar from the Province of
Urum.”

“Where is Urum?” Prince Blackwell
demanded.

Serafina turned from Prince Blackwell to
Electra. “It is a province not far from Kisher, where your ring was
made.”

“I have never heard of Kisher, or Urum,”
Prince Blackwell said, clearly irritated that his wife had turned
her attention from him to Electra.

“It was a city in ancient times, thousands of
years ago,” Serafina told her husband.

“Why was this scholar here in Henge?” Old
King Blackwell asked.

“He had heard I collected ancient clay
tablets from that region. He deals with some of the same sellers I
buy from. He wanted to see my library.”

Everyone was quiet while they considered this
information.

“You think he has an interest in my ring?”
Electra broke the silence..

“I am sure he does, though he did not mention
it. It would stand to reason he would be interested in an ancient
ring that comes from his province.”

Electra looked down at her ring. “I hoped we
might decipher the words still hidden in my ring while I am here.
Now I wonder if I should even consider it to be my ring.”

“Of course it is your ring,” Serafina said.
“But the scholar may have traveled here for reasons other than my
library. And your ring may be one of those reasons.”

“We thought our mysterious camper likely to
be one or more of the Silent Men, still obsessed with finding their
goddess, but now I am not so sure,” Electra said.

“I will have this man brought in for
questioning,” Prince Blackwell said.

“He has done nothing wrong as yet,” Electra
said, in a tone that held mild reproof.

Prince Blackwell frowned at Electra. “Then he
will not mind answering my questions.”

“He will have moved on,” Serafina said. “But
we might send a message to Dagon in Helsop to be on the watch for
him.”

Electra was not surprised that no one at the
table bothered to ask Serafina how she could be sure the scholar
would no longer be in Henge. They all knew she had powers of
insight beyond their understanding and was seldom wrong about such
things.

 


That afternoon, Serafina, Electra and the
twins gathered in Serafina’s library. Serafina took down the
ancient texts that held translations of the cuneiform writing
embedded in Electra’s ring.

“I have thought of a method by which we might
see beneath the first layer to the second hidden layer,” Serafina
said.

Electra looked at the twins with a cautious
expression. Only the twins, with their exceptional abilities, were
able to sense the presence of the hidden spells embedded as ancient
words on the surface of the ring.

“Do you believe it is safe?” Electra asked
Serafina. “We are in unknown waters here. We do not know what might
happen if we look beneath the first layer. Perhaps the Scholar from
Urum knows something. To be safe we might find him and speak to him
first.”

“I believe he does know something of the
ring,” Serafina said. “The fact that he said nothing when he had
the chance and instead slipped away to Helsop to camp secretly at
Cold Lake makes him unworthy of trust. Better we should go to Urum
ourselves to investigate than ask for his advice. In my opinion,
the arrival of this scholar speaks to the importance of your ring.
Why not try ourselves, first, to unlock its secrets?”

Electra found herself nodding in agreement
against her better judgment.

 



Chapter 4

 


Castle at Henge

 


In her private library Serafina sat across
the table from Esme and Shalin. They both looked back with eager
faces. Electra, sitting next to Serafina, wondered about the wisdom
of what they were going to attempt.

Serafina clicked a fingernail atop the clay
tablet in front of her. “I have an idea which might work to bring
the second layer of spells into view.” She turned to face Electra.
“May I have your ring?”

Electra slipped the hammered gold ring with
small embedded sapphires off her finger and placed it in Serafina’s
hand. Neither she nor Serafina could see the written words embedded
on the ring. Only the twins, with their unusual powers, could
discern them and they could see only the top layer.

Serafina held the ring in her palm close to
the excited faces of Esme and Shalin. “I thought perhaps you, Esme,
could call the topmost layer of writing to the side of the ring and
hold it there, allowing Shalin to see the characters on the layer
beneath.” Serafina closed her hand around the ring. “Would you like
to try?”

Esme raised herself higher on her bench by
tucking her legs beneath her. “Yes, Mama, I want to try,” she said
with enthusiasm.

Serafina turned her attention to Shalin.
“Shalin, if you are able to see the layer beneath when Esme holds
the top layer aside with her calling power, would you like to write
down the symbols you see so that we might then translate them?”

Shalin gave an emphatic nod.

“Very well,” Serafina said, sliding paper,
ink and quill in front of Shalin. “Let us begin.”

Electra leaned across the table, the better
to see whatever was about to unfold.

Serafina set the ring down in front of the
twins.

Esme stared hard at the ring. She tilted her
head first one way and then the other.

“You are doing it Es,” Shalin proclaimed. “I
saw the words move.”

Serafina put a finger to her lips and made a
shushing sound. “Let Esme concentrate.”

Shalin leaned in closer to the ring, ready to
grasp its secrets the second the new spell came into view. The top
layer must have slid a bit, because Shalin was quickly marking down
the first symbol as it came into view.

“Perhaps you should rest, Esme, while we
decipher the first symbol,” Serafina said.

“No, I can do it,” Esme said in a sharp
tone.

Everyone stayed quiet while Esme pressed her
lips together in concentration.

Shalin continued to write as more symbols
came into view.

Finally Esme sat back on her heels and
smiled. “I made the top layer slide back in place. It is still
embedded.”

Electra stared at Esme. “Do you mean the top
spell might have slid away from the ring permanently?”

“I think so,” Esme said. “But I kept it
attached.”

Electra took a deep breath. “I wonder at your
powers but I also question the wisdom of what we are about
here.”

Serafina smiled. “Nothing ventured, nothing
gained.”

Electra knew this favorite of her foster
mother’s sayings was apt to lead to trouble eventually.

 


For the next two hours, they set about
deciphering the symbols Shalin had drawn.

“I found one,” Shalin said, pointing to a
symbol on a parchment scroll written beside its translation into
Old Latin. “What does it mean?”

Serafina looked at the word ‘ligare’ in Old
Latin. “It means ‘to bind’ or ‘to tie’ in Old Latin. It will depend
on its context but could mean to put together.”

More symbols, little angular marks that would
have been pressed into clay tablets thousands of years ago when the
act of writing was in its infancy, were gradually paired with their
Old Latin translations.

Different pairings and variations in assembly
of the translated words were tested.

“We definitely have the seven sisters, which
is another name for the Pleiades constellation,” Electra said.
“That certainly makes sense. The ring itself is dotted with
sapphires in the shape of the constellation, even though two stones
have fallen out.”

Serafina nodded. “My best guess is a
sentence. ‘Follow the seven sisters constellation closely as it
travels through the sky.’ But the word ‘closely’ is not quite
strong enough. It might be more like ‘bind yourself to the Pleiades
as it travels through the sky’.”

Electra nodded. “Or it could be speaking of
the ring itself since it represents the constellation. It could be
telling the wearer to be sure to wear the ring as she studies the
sky.”

Serafina nodded and smiled. “It could be as
you say. We know that ancient astrologers saw the Pleiades
constellation as an aid to wisdom.”

Electra was silent for a moment. “Do you
really think your visiting scholar might have come all this way
searching for this ring?”

“I do. Certainly it has great historical
significance,” Serafina said. “The fact that it contains spells
layered within that were put there by means beyond our
understanding would only serve to enhance its value.” She looked
down at the ring and then at Electra. “How many people know you
have this ring?”

Electra shrugged. “All of Helsop, any of
those who came to our wedding, all of the Taz boat builders. Likely
thousands of people, many of whom are traders or seafarers.”

“It would not then be difficult for some
scholar to trace the ring back to you in Helsop.”

“I would guess not,” Electra said. “If
someone were to make a good case for ownership, I suppose I might
be inclined to return it.”

“Someone thousands of years old?” Serafina
asked with a twinkle in her eyes.

Electra laughed. The ring had been found at
the bottom of a lake far from its birthplace and then bought and
sold twice before coming to her. It was true the original owner
would be thousands of years old by now if such a thing were
possible. “I do begin to feel more and more that I am not entitled
to be the wearer of this ring. Perhaps we should try to track down
this mysterious scholar.”

“Or perhaps we should accompany Phinn and his
acting troupe on the Kingdom of Henge for a performance in
the Province of Urum,” Serafina said.

The eyes of two little twins grew wide as the
idea of this adventure blossomed before them.

“You are suggesting we journey all the way to
Urum?” Electra asked.

Serafina shrugged. “You could deliver a good
many circulars along the way,” she said. “And as I always say…” At
this point all three of her avid listeners chimed in together,
“Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

 



Chapter 5

 


Castle at Henge

 


Electra was awake before dawn in her room at
Henge’s castle. She had slept poorly, wondering if she should
undertake this long voyage aboard the Kingdom of Henge
without first talking it over with Dagon. Staring up at the wooden
ceiling, her thoughts took flight.

How could I justify such a dangerous and
unnecessary journey to my husband? I could simply give the ring to
Serafina if she is intent on going. I would then be free to journey
on to Fernland and Lands End as planned. The sad truth is I want
desperately to go. I am as immature and excited as Shalin and Esme
at the thought of a great adventure. And I am curious as a
cat to learn the secrets of my ring.

In the east, the sky was beginning to turn a
delicate shade of pink. She slipped out of her room, down the
stairs and out the big wooden door of the castle to the army
barracks. She knew Tandor would eventually make his way to
breakfast in the officers’ mess.

Electra peeked in and found a few men eating.
Tandor sat alone at a corner table. The officers breakfasting there
looked up briefly as she walked past. She sat down across from
Tandor.

“Good morning,” she said, trying for a breezy
tone.

Tandor seemed surprised to see her here.
“Good morning,” he responded. “Are you ready to leave for
Fernland?”

“There has been a change of plans,” Electra
said. “I will be accompanying Serafina and the twins on the
Kingdom of Henge when it sets sail. We will travel first to
Fernland with Phinn and his acting troupe to put on a performance
there. So I am come to give you leave to return to Helsop. There
will be no need for you to accompany me to Fernland.” Electra’s
attempt at a sincere tone sounded counterfeit even to her own
ears.

Tandor paused, his fork suspended in air, as
he considered this. “Will you go on to Lands End from there?”

“We will go on to the next place where Phinn
and his acting troupe are scheduled to perform. Since I am only
giving out my circulars, it really does not matter where we go. It
means free transportation for me on Henge’s ship which is always
welcome.”

A suspicious expression settled over Tandor’s
face. “I believe Dagon will expect a less ambiguous account on my
return to Helsop.”

“Yes, I am sure he will. However, that is
what I know at present. I will of course send a more detailed
itinerary to him in a message once we are ready to leave Fernland.”
Electra looked at Tandor’s breakfast plate to avoid looking into
his eyes.

“Perhaps I should go along on the ship to
Fernland. Then I will be able to carry news of your new itinerary
back to Dagon myself.”

Electra took a deep breath and let it out
slowly. Tandor suspected she was trying to be rid of him, and he
was correct. He probably also suspected she was undertaking a
voyage Dagon would never sanction. “I can see your point. Perhaps
that would be best. I will arrange it with Serafina.”

“Thank you,” Tandor said. The stiffness
seemed to leave his shoulders and his lips curved into a smile.
“Will you join me for breakfast?”

“No,” Electra said. “I had best join the
Blackwells for breakfast.” She stood up. “I will send word as soon
as I know when we will set sail.”

 


Electra walked back to the castle slowly. Her
first errand had certainly not gone as planned. She did not know
what she might have told Dagon in a message from Fernland, and she
would likely not be able to persuade Tandor to return to Helsop
without knowing where the Kingdom of Henge was bound for.
Tandor would be much more concerned with Dagon’s disapproval than
he was with Electra’s attempts at dismissal. Tandor’s orders were
to protect her and he took his orders seriously.

 


Old King Blackwell sat alone at the dining
table when Electra joined him.

“Good to see another early riser,” the old
King said. “Where have you been so early outside the castle?”

“Just bringing my guard, Tandor, up to date
on my plans. He will be accompanying me on the Kingdom of
Henge when she sails.”

“You are going with the acting troupe?”

Electra realized too late that Serafina had
not yet informed her family of her proposed trip. “Ah… perhaps, if
their first stop will be Fernland. I want to give out some of my
circulars there.”

“Their first stop will be Sandovia,” the old
King said. “They may look like actors but, trust me, they are
spies, and I want to know what that sly fox, King Gundar, is up to.
We took care of his pirate problem and he didn’t even have the
decency to invite us to his daughter’s wedding in Manoa—not that we
would have gone anyway.” He banged his knife on the table and
looked at the closed door to the kitchen.

Electra looked over to the staircase, hoping
someone would come down to interrupt this conversation. She heard a
door open. “I think someone is coming down.”

“I hope it is someone with food,” Blackwell
said, banging his knife again against the pitted wood table.

 


Within a few minutes, Serafina, Prince
Blackwell, the twins, Phinn and Juanita were all seated around the
dining table. Cook came through the door to the kitchen, bearing
tea and fruit.

“You weren’t planning to stop at Fernland on
your way to Sandovia, were you?” old King Blackwell asked his son,
Phinn.

Phinn looked up. “We could, I suppose,” he
said.

“Good,” Serafina said, before the old King
could speak.

“Good, why?” the old King asked.

Now Prince Blackwell was looking up from his
tea as well, obviously interested to hear his wife’s response.

Serafina glanced at Phinn. “Electra, the
twins and I would like to come along,” she said. “It is a brand new
ship. I think it fitting that I should introduce its purpose as a
goodwill envoy to our neighboring kingdoms.”

Prince Blackwell’s mouth hung open. “Where
did you get such a ridiculous idea? Is it not enough that we are
sending people to entertain them? For free? Why should you go
along?”

“Perhaps it should not be free. Perhaps I
should extract some sort of trade negotiation in return for such
entertainment.”

Prince Blackwell stared at his wife. “Like
what?”

Serafina shrugged. “That is why it is
important I be there. To see what they may have to offer.”

Old King Blackwell tapped his cup with his
knife to gain everyone’s attention. “We already know what they have
to offer.” He winked at Phinn. “Their secrets. In case you have
forgotten, Phinn and his acting troupe have a mission to accomplish
and that is to ferret out information wherever they go. The
performances he gives are only a cover for his real purpose.”

“Exactly,” Serafina said, “and any king worth
his salt will realize that. No one offers something for nothing.
However, if I negotiate some sort of trade in return for the
entertainment, they will not be suspicious of the acting troupe’s
ulterior motives.”

Prince Blackwell took a moment to work
through his wife’s argument. “I have been against this goodwill
ambassador idea from the beginning, and now even more so,” he said
finally, shaking his head.

Serafina laid her hand atop her husband’s
hand. “I see this as an opportunity on many levels. I promise you
will not be disappointed with the results.”

“Humph,” Prince Blackwell responded. “I am
already disappointed, and quite sure this is not necessary.”

“Have I ever been wrong?” Serafina asked.

Prince Blackwell leveled a malevolent frown
at Serafina, his father and Phinn in that order. “There is always a
first time.”

 



Chapter 6

 


Kingdom of Fernland

 


After a day and a half at sea, the Kingdom
of Henge, sailed into Fernland’s estuary with fourteen
passengers aboard: Electra, Tandor, Serafina, Shalin, Esme and the
nine members of Phinn’s acting troupe. Electra had not visited her
parents, King Geoffrey and Queen Delphinia, Fernland’s monarchs,
since autumn of last year. The harsh snowy winters on Helsop’s high
plateau made travel in and out of the village much too
dangerous.

Electra stood beside Serafina at the ship’s
rail, pulling her cloak tighter around her in the cool breeze.

“Is this the first time the Kingdom of
Henge has sailed to Fernland since Prince Blackwell purchased
it?” Electra asked.

Serafina kept her eyes on the wind-rippled
water below. “Yes, but they are familiar with the ship since it was
built here,” she said.

“It is a twin to the Prince Avor, is
it not?” Electra asked.

“Yes. I believe Prince Blackwell only allowed
the purchase of the ship to keep peace with his father, who wanted
the ship for Phinn, but he will soon find it useful to have such a
vessel. As I do,” Serafina added with a gleam in her eyes.

“My father seems to feel the same,” Electra
said, pointing in the direction of the giant scaffolding holding
the huge ribs of her father’s future ship, the King
Geoffrey. There is his future ship under construction up on the
stays.”

Serafina smiled. “Is there a contest to see
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