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      The blood pounded in Gereinte’s ears. He sprinted away from the tower, then chanced a glance over his shoulder. The older boy was gaining on him fast. Sweat beaded his skin. His hands tingled in the cold, damp air. Surely the castle guards would have seen him from their vantage point. He took a deep breath, put his head down and pelted for the forest. It would be too humiliating to be caught out in the open, in front of the men he would one day command.

      His foot caught on a tree root, and he fell, protecting his face with his hands. His whole body stung with the pain of the fall and the bitterness of knowing what would come next. The boy descended upon him and kicked him hard.

      Crunch.

      The blow to his side was excruciating.

      Something cracked. A rib? The air was sucked from his lungs. He gasped. Each short, shallow breath punctuated the pain. He tried to roll onto his side, but a coarse leather boot pressed on his shoulder like a dead weight.

      ‘Not so tough without Warmaster Alaric looking over your shoulder, eh?’ the boy said.

      He looked up the stocking-covered leg belonging to Drayton, squire to the knight, Fulk. Gereinte coughed, winced, and a spear-like pain lanced through the side of his body.

      He gauged Drayton’s size. If he was going to get out of this in one piece, he would have to be quick. Quick-witted and as quick on his feet as his small, wiry frame allowed.

      ‘Let me up and we’ll do this man to man.’ Gereinte’s voice sounded distant, as though it belonged to another person, someone strong and confident, not weakened by pain and humiliation. Drayton grinned. The weight lifted and Gereinte stole a short, pain-wracked breath. He rolled onto his side, drawing his knees into his chest before thrusting out his feet as hard as possible into Drayton’s chest. It was worth it to see the shock on Drayton’s face. His eyes nearly popped out of their sockets and his mouth worked like a fish, fighting to catch his breath.

      Gereinte knew he had only a split-second to make his escape. He sprang to his feet, ignoring the burning sensation in his side, launched into a sprint and slammed straight into the body of another person.

      At first, he was relieved as he slumped to the ground – they had sent someone from the castle guard to find out what was going on.

      Then crushing defeat, as he realised, he had run headlong into Drayton’s training partner, Squire Charrock. Charrock loomed above him with a mean grin. Squires or pageboys who had even the slightest instinct for self-preservation gave Charrock and Drayton a wide berth. Everyone knew the duo preyed on the small and weak for sport, but they were subtle enough to escape punishment. To top it, they were good, loyal squires tipped for joining the queen’s guard once they were knighted.

      Gereinte backed away on his hands and feet. Drayton appeared at his shoulder and hissed like a doused fire. Gereinte looked up into unforgiving eyes, trying to imagine this pair of jesters in the queen’s colours.

      ‘Purple wouldn’t suit you anyway,’ he muttered.

      ‘What did he say?’ Drayton said, still labouring for breath.

      ‘Dunno,’ Charrock said, grinning. ‘Something about purple… How hard did you hit him?’

      ‘Not hard enough,’ Drayton said, rising above his victim. Drayton’s next blow caught him across the face, snapping his head back with the force. The salty, metallic taste of blood filled his mouth.

      Instinctively, his hands flew to his face. He had a gash on his upper lip and was sure to have visible bruising. This time, he had them. They couldn’t get away with it – too much evidence. Charrock knew it too.

      ‘What the darkness do you think you’re doing? No marks, remember?’ He stepped over Gereinte and pushed Drayton away. ‘What are you going to do about it? This was you, not me. Remember that when you’re summoned before the queen regent,’ Charrock said.

      ‘Whatever happened to we’ll stick together, no matter what? Got cold feet, have you? Some friend you are,’ Drayton said.

      But Charrock continued to jab him in the shoulder to emphasise his point. ‘If I get chucked out, my father will disown me.’

      ‘This is different.’

      There was a look of delight on Drayton’s face, and Gereinte decided it was time to inch away. He rolled onto all fours while the squires continued to argue and push each other. If he moved slowly enough, the brawl might muffle the noise of his escape.

      Inch by inch, he sneaked away.

      At two, three yards, he dared to look over his shoulder and saw the argument had descended into violence. Slowly, he stood up. Drayton aimed a punch at Charrock, who dodged it and slammed an uppercut into Drayton’s chest, just at the spot Gereinte had kicked him. Drayton’s face flushed red with rage and pain.

      Gereinte crept away.

      Light burst forth from the clearing ahead. If he could just make it that far, someone would surely see him from the castle walls. Just a few more… wretched… steps.

      His foot was wrenched forcibly from behind him, and suddenly, he was being dragged backward through the woods. Bits of stone, twigs, and tree roots battered his hands and face, cutting little nicks in his skin. It was like he was lying still, and the ground was being pulled from under him. He closed his eyes as dirt and debris filled his eyes, nose, and mouth. The earthy scent of decay was overwhelming. Then he felt a sudden crack to the side of his head and the world started spinning. Nausea rose from the pit of his stomach. He opened an eye. A large oak tree blocked the path.

      ‘Idiot. That could have killed him.’ Drayton’s voice.

      ‘I thought that was the idea,’ Charrock said.

      ‘Not before I’ve had my fun.’

      They laughed.

      ‘This’ll do,’ Charrock said. ‘I hope you brought some rope.’

      Rope? Gereinte panicked. He tried to get up, but his legs buckled.

      ‘No, you don’t. You’re not going anywhere,’ Drayton said, striking Gereinte’s face again. An explosion of stars danced before his eyes. Drayton pushed Gereinte flat to the ground and held him there, while Charrock fumbled around by his feet. They pulled the rope so tightly his feet went numb. Then they yanked him up while they tied the rope around the tree. They forced his arms behind him around the tree trunk, each wrist bound so tight, he could no longer feel his fingers. The boys took their time to forage around for the biggest sticks and branches they could find.

      Gereinte let his head loll to his chest. What would his father have thought? He tried wriggling his hands and feet, but he couldn’t feel them. Not much hope there.

      Never give up hope.

      His father’s words drifted into his thoughts. Deep breath. Don’t show them how much it hurts. Don’t give them the satisfaction.

      Gereinte Andolin, prince royal and heir to the throne of Carentan, raised his head and levelled his eyes with his persecutors. Drayton’s piggy black eyes stared back at him, and for a moment, Gereinte indulged himself with imagining a large snout to replace that button nose. Yes, much better. He smiled. Drayton flinched, eyes widening with surprise. Gereinte had won on a different level, a level that these two were unlikely ever to understand.

      Drayton swung his stick with all his might and Gereinte was ready for it. The blows pelted him over and over. Drayton and Charrock swapped and changed – head, body, legs. All the time, he kept his gaze fixed ahead, until eventually, he let his eyelids slide shut. His chin dropped softly to his chest, and he slipped thankfully into unconsciousness.

      

      Gereinte was aware of pain. Had he been sleeping? He wanted so much to sleep, but this gut-wrenching agony kept bringing him back from the edge of darkness. He slipped away again. Blissful peace. He yearned for the quiet that sleep would bring, but something kept dragging him back, making him feel the pain again. Gods, why couldn’t they leave him in peace?

      The rhythm of his heart was erratic and slow, but there was another beat – strong and determined. It craved his indulgence and would not give up. His heart picked up the beat and ran with it, coaxing the breath from his lungs. He could not resist. It was playing the tune of his life, daring him to get up and move on.

      A sharp intake of breath, then his eyes flew open. He was on his back, a canopy of trees overhead. He squeezed his eyes shut again, blinded by the light. Gasping for breath, he dug his fingernails into the dirt in which he lay, slowly opening one eye to get a grip on his whereabouts. Every breath he took was speared with pain.

      A giant towered above him, huge paw-like hands cupped above his chest. The panic must have been evident on his face, because the giant backed away and held his hands aloft in a gesture of peace. His huge, muscular body, dressed in the green and browns of a forest ranger, loomed over him.

      Then Gereinte remembered: the boys, the tree, the sticks.

      What was a ranger doing on the castle grounds? His face was oddly familiar, but there was something missing, as though it didn’t match the place or the occasion. Someone had cut the rope binding Gereinte’s feet and hands. He was lying flat on his back and there was a dull ache in his chest.

      The giant vanished, and officious-looking royal advisers and castle guards took his place. They swelled around him, fussing and cursing and shouting at one another. All he wanted to do was shout and holler, but his voice had deserted him.

      Several men carried him on a makeshift litter, still cursing each other, even as they reached the castle, where the royal medic awaited.

      He was safe at last, to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Seneschal Nils Martan hurried to the western staircase that led to the great hall where Queen Regent Caitlin Andolin was holding court.

      ‘Seneschal, please,’ a small voice said.

      He whipped around, startled by the sheer panic in the voice. Nils’ crimson robes swished to a halt, echoing the movement of his tall, thin frame. He looked at the pageboy, who stood wringing his hat with his hands and shifting his weight from one foot to the other. Nils lifted an eyebrow.

      ‘It… It’s the prince,’ the boy said. ‘Saw him go, I did, and two squires went after him. Know I shouldn’t say… but they hurt other boys, smaller boys. I just thought… Tried to tell a castle guard, and he just told me I saw nothing. So… I saw nothing, but they went into the woods on the west side of the tower and they didn’t come out.’

      Nils knelt and prised the felt hat out of the boy’s hands, straightened it out and placed it back on top of his head.

      ‘You did the right thing,’ he said. ‘You know you can tell me anything, and I will make sure you are safe. Now, go back to your duties and I will see to the prince.’

      The boy smiled with relief and headed back the way he had come. Nils doubled back toward the western wall, sighing. Not again. How did the prince keep getting caught up in these games?

      The guards on the western wall were chattering and exchanging playful banter when Nils appeared. They stood to attention and tried to look busy, scanning the horizon and looking out across the farmlands that surrounded the castle and beyond. He ignored the momentary lapse of concentration; he would deal with that later. For now, his priority was the prince.

      He knew which guards he could trust and those that could be bribed by outsiders looking for a spy inside the castle grounds. The likelihood that some of these men were being paid, not only by the queen regent but by other noble houses, was a certainty he had to live with. Since the death of the king, every eye in the nation was on the throne of Carentan. It was a fine line between protecting the prince until he came of age and allowing him the freedom to fight his own battles.

      The transformation of the castle guards was instantaneous as the seneschal swept along the western wall. He stopped beside a guard who appeared alert, gaze focused on the woodland inside the grounds.

      ‘How long?’ Nils kept his voice low but didn’t hide his urgency.

      The guard’s focus did not waver for an instant.

      ‘An hour, maybe more, Seneschal, sir.’

      Grief. Where in this godsforsaken castle was the prince’s personal guard? Nils sprinted back down the staircase toward the garrison, barking orders to servants and rounding up a team of guards who followed in his wake.

      Servants were fleeing and shouts for the royal medic and the prince’s personal guard echoed around the corridors. The seneschal had a reputation for being all-seeing and all-powerful. Well, he was kicking himself now. Something had gone wrong, and the queen regent would hang him from the nearest balustrade if anything had happened to the prince.

      The search party swept out of the western gate and marched toward the woodland. There was no hiding this excursion and Nils hoped that the only mistake he would have to face today was his overreaction to the prince’s latest escapade.

      

      Nils stood, head bowed. Caitlin Andolin, Queen Regent of Carentan, paced up and down her palace living quarters. The view from the window looked out over the castle gardens and beyond, to the woodland that encircled the inner and outer walls. As she paced, her fur-trimmed magenta robes cut a swathe in her wake. She stopped every so often, as though pausing for thought, before resuming her rhythmic pattern.

      This always made Nils uncomfortable. It meant she was about to either come up with some impossible idea, or trouble for whoever was in the room. Some of the barons likened her to a caged tigress. The tigress epitomised her fiery spirit, and the cage was the kingdom she was bound to rule.

      Prince Gereinte.

      Nils bowed his head lower, studying the red-and-beige woven mats beneath his feet. The shame of it. He should have been aware of the prince’s movements. The boy’s face had been barely recognisable when they found him. And his body… The royal medic predicted weeks before he would fully recover, if indeed he’d be able to walk at all.

      It was Nils’ fault – he had appointed the prince’s personal guard; it was his responsibility. He wrung his hands together, over and over, and tried not to be intimidated by the queen’s continuous pacing. But she was absorbed in her own thoughts. They had been over the scene repeatedly. Despite Nils telling her everything he knew, she remained dissatisfied. She stopped and turned to face Nils, her emerald eyes glaring out from beneath the jewelled headdress.

      ‘Ah ha.’

      There was finality to her tone, which he knew meant that whatever came next would be yet another episode in the royal game plan. It was like being in the backdrop of a large tapestry, unable to see the complete picture.

      ‘You said that there was binding around his feet and hands. That it had been cut by the time you got there?’ she said.

      ‘Yes, yes, your Highness. He had been bound before…’ The words stuck in Nils’ throat.

      ‘I spoke to the medic, who said that there was circular bruising to his upper chest, not in keeping with the deep welts created by whatever had been used to beat him.’ The queen fixed her gaze upon Nils, and he shrank away from her intensity. ‘Which would indicate,’ she said, ‘that someone got there before you?’ That possibility had not crossed Nils’ mind, but on reflection, it seemed obvious. ‘Someone saved his life and I need to find out who.’

      ‘But your Highness. How do you…?’

      ‘Well, if this person wanted him dead, he would be dead. It is not as if he was going anywhere,’ she said.

      ‘No, quite.’

      ‘And until Gereinte regains consciousness, this person is a crucial witness. Find him, Nils. Use all of your networks. Bring Gereinte’s saviour to me. That is all.’

      Dismissed, Nils retreated. The sooner he talked to his people, the sooner he would come up with a result for the queen. Anything less than success would be inconceivable.

      

      The chamber door closed behind the seneschal. Caitlin sighed and let her shoulders droop. She wanted to scream and shout the walls down but knew that the servants would come running at the noise. Instead, she screwed up her face and let the tears stream down. To have almost lost her son so soon after her husband… it was almost too much.

      A platter of cold meats, cheese, and a jug of wine lay untouched on the table. Caitlin’s hands trembled as she poured a cup of wine and forced herself to drink. She couldn’t yet face the rest. The wine warmed her insides, and she pulled herself together. She could not afford to indulge her maternal instinct for too long; there was so much to do. This was not the first attempt on Gereinte’s life, if indeed an assassination attempt it had been, and it certainly would not be the last. It was, however, the most violent, which was what disturbed Caitlin the most.

      Gereinte’s personal guard would have to be replaced, preferably by someone a little less gullible. The boy was becoming quite a strategist. It was just a shame he didn’t yet have the physical strength to back it up. But that would come. That was all part of the plan.

      Caitlin nearly choked on the wine. Dear gods… the plan. That had nearly gone out of the window, had it not been for one man’s intervention in the woods that afternoon. Caitlin needed to know who it was. Never had it been so crucial to know your allies as much as your enemies.

      There was no mistaking the curious mark on Gereinte’s chest. She had once watched Reiner bring back the life of a small boy he had found nearly mauled to death by a wild animal in the forest. They never spoke of what he had done for fear that folk would accuse them of being cursed by witchcraft.

      The queen had had the two squires who perpetrated the attack brought before her. It had made her sick to her depths to see them stand there with a barefaced denial of ever having been near the woods that afternoon. Witnesses, including a pageboy and a castle guard, had confirmed their identity after being coaxed with promises of royal protection.

      What worried Caitlin more was who had put the squires up to this attack. It was easy enough to banish them from the kingdom, but Carentan’s real enemies were still close at hand. Despite Nils’ best efforts to cleanse the palace of spies, it was still not safe to assume that all the castle staff were loyal to her interests. Caitlin sat and picked at the food. She was going to need her strength in the hours and days ahead.

      The door to her chambers opened and Caitlin scrambled to her feet, straightening herself out and adopting an air of aloof authority. Caitlin’s mother, Audan Borsa, entered the room gracefully, accompanied by Ladys Autin, the queen’s chief lady-in-waiting, and two servants. Caitlin embraced her mother, while Ladys instructed the servants to refill the jug and replace the dishes with fresh ones.

      ‘Ladys, don’t fuss so,’ Caitlin said. Ladys tutted under her breath and continued fussing. She had a gentle demeanour, which matched her rounded face and creamy complexion. Ladys always had a smile and a cheery word, for which Caitlin was especially grateful at a time like this. Despite the queen’s constant chiding, Ladys refused to do anything less than a superb job of taking care of Caitlin’s needs.

      Audan Borsa looked like an older, slightly plumper version of Caitlin. Her dress was conservative because of the time she spent in the royal children’s living quarters and her hair was white. Lines of worry spider-crossed Audan’s face.

      ‘How is he?’ Caitlin said.

      ‘He has regained consciousness. I thought you would want to know,’ Audan said. Caitlin released a long sigh.

      ‘Thank the gods,’ she said. ‘I must see him.’

      ‘Of course. But first, you must eat.’ Audan took Caitlin by the elbow and guided her toward the seating area where a trestle table was set up with fresh food and drink. ‘Then Ladys will return to help you freshen up before you visit Gereinte.’

      ‘Sit with me,’ Caitlin said, lowering herself onto a bench. ‘Tell me how the children are.’

      Audan smiled warmly and sat down while Ladys shooed the servants away.
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      Alliane sat on a window seat in the royal children’s quarters and looked out across the castle gardens toward the woods. She hugged her knees into her chest and thought about her elder brother, Gereinte. She didn’t like this. She didn’t like it one little bit. Ger was lying in his room looking like a rotten, squashed tomato and everybody was bumbling about as normal, like nothing had ever happened. She sniffed loudly and fiddled with the jewelled headgear that kept her long, brown hair in place.

      Celie, the nursemaid, tutted from across the other side of the room. She was standing behind Alliane’s twin sister Nerys, piling up her hair beneath a similar adornment. The dressing mirror split the room into two separate areas – one for sitting and one for dressing – so Celie couldn’t see the face that Alliane pulled. Alliane was tired of being told how unladylike it was to sniff in the company of others. It just made her want to do it even more, just to annoy everyone. Of course, Nerys would do nothing like that. She was far too dignified. Utter rubbish. Nerys just hid it better.

      Nerys was the prettier of the twins. A classic Carentan princess, father would often say. Her hair was dark brown, nearly black, and ran down her back like a long, glistening river. She had a petite face with a delicate nose, and all the squires crooned over her from a distance. Nerys’ greatest ambition in life was to marry a prince from another realm, thus cementing a crucial political alliance, and then have lots of babies. Eeww! How could two girls so similar be so different? In contrast, Alliane’s hair was dull and lifeless and her face full and round, betraying her sweet tooth. Alliane would much rather be tramping around the woods, building fires with the rangers, than wearing stupid headdresses and smiling coyly at visiting dignitaries.

      Besides all of that, there was Ger. Somebody needed to look out for him. Alliane knew that as soon as he had recovered, he would be allowed to go off again, creating his own brand of mayhem, with no one there to pick up the pieces when it all went wrong. Not that he went looking for trouble, just that trouble seemed to find him wherever he went. She hoped that, this time, their mother would take the matter more seriously. She had already taken the first step by dismissing the personal guard. In case the queen was not prepared to take drastic action, Alliane was.

      She turned away from the window when the chamber doors opened. Roda, their elder sister, swept into the room, carrying baby Josselin. At ten months, he was the youngest of the Andolin children. Josselin had been a big surprise to all of them, after their mother had had years of difficulties with conceiving.

      Roda was closely followed by Josselin’s nursemaid and one guard, who kept a vigil outside the door. The personal guards did not enter the princesses’ living quarters but were always there whenever they left. The constant surveillance annoyed Alliane, and she understood why Ger tried to find clever ways to avoid it. Apart from Josselin, Gereinte was the only boy. He had his own living quarters next to those of the girls. Josselin’s high-pitched squeal cut through Alliane’s thoughts.

      He was squirming in Roda’s arms, and the nursemaid was hovering nearby, arms at the ready to alleviate Roda of her burden.

      ‘Oh shush, you little rascal.’ Roda wouldn’t take any nonsense from anyone, least of all her baby brother. She was tall for her sixteen years and bore an uncanny resemblance to their mother. She wore the same aloof expression that the queen often used.

      Roda gently placed Josselin on the floor, and before the nursemaid could move him to safety, he crawled over to Alliane and tugged at her robes, wanting to stand up. Alliane sighed and lifted him to her knee.

      ‘He doesn’t understand any of it,’ Roda said, ‘but he enjoys listening to Nana telling the Pygmies’ Tale.’ It was a favourite story of the Andolin children. They all knew it by heart, but no one told it quite like Nana. ‘We met Nana and Mother when we were visiting Ger, and Nana promised.’

      ‘How is Ger?’ Alliane said.

      Roda looked irritated by the interruption, but smoothed away her frown and replaced it with her mask of indifference. ‘Remarkably well, under the circumstances,’ she said.

      Roda was a peacekeeper, and Alliane knew that sometimes she rubbed Roda up the wrong way, but she couldn’t help being impulsive. ‘Is Nana still there?’ She stood up and lifted Josselin into the waiting arms of his nursemaid. Josselin squealed his displeasure. ‘Yes, yes, little one. I’m going to get Nana.’ Alliane had found a great excuse to revisit her brother, if only for a few moments.

      ‘Where are you going, Ally?’ Nerys always knew when Alliane was up to something, and it irritated her no end. She couldn’t do anything without making her twin sister suspicious, and Nerys knew that, once Alliane set her mind on something, there was no stopping her. Nils told Alliane she was so like her mother in that respect. Why couldn’t she have inherited something useful, like good looks or the art of persuasion?

      ‘Going to see Ger,’ she said in passing as she slid out of the door. She could hear Nerys’ muffled protests behind the closing door.

      ‘But Nana said…’

      Yes, yes. Nana said they should not bother Ger. But it was Nana who they needed, and she didn’t have time to explain this to Nerys.

      The guard by the door adjusted his stance but relaxed when he saw Alliane going into the prince’s chambers. Alliane glared at him over her shoulder. She knew it wasn’t his fault – he was only doing his job – but it still irritated her, and unlike Roda and Mother, she wasn’t able to bottle up her feelings.

      She opened the door to Ger’s chamber softly and stood by the entrance. Nana, seated at the foot of his bed, glanced up briefly. Her eyes sparkled, and she put a finger to her lips. Mother sat beside Gereinte, softly stroking his hair and crooning like Alliane had never seen her do before. It was a surreal vision. The light streamed in through the window, just enough to illuminate Gereinte and Mother. Words flowed continuously from her lips in a soft whisper, but Alliane could not hear what she was saying. It was like a soothing mantra, spoken over and over.

      The mask had lifted from her mother’s face, and for the first time Alliane could remember, she saw raw emotion in her expression. Alliane stood transfixed by this vision. It seemed so right. She fidgeted, sensing her presence was intruding on a very personal moment, and as she turned to leave, her mother looked up and caught her eye. For one moment, Alliane saw the woman behind the mask and felt the awful burden her mother carried. All the loneliness and the unshed tears. Like a rabbit startled by the hunter, Alliane could not draw her eyes away from her mother.

      ‘Ma…’ It came out like a strangled cry. A lump sprang to her throat.

      Her mother beckoned to her and Alliane ran to her side. She folded Alliane into her arms, and together they looked down on Gereinte, who continued to sleep. She didn’t even hear Nana leave the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      A great while ago, when the world was full of wonders, there lived an earth-born giant named Antaeus, and a million or more curious little earth-born people, who were called pygmies.

      
      Nana’s melodious voice filled the room. By the time Alliane had returned, the Pygmies’ Tale had begun. Roda and Nerys were ensconced in the window seat with Josselin in between them and lots of cushions to add to their comfort. Josselin lay on Roda’s lap, his thumb stuck in his mouth. His expression was one of attentive bliss. Nana sat on a seat in front of the children, her hands in her lap, and her smile warm and inviting. Alliane grabbed a cushion and joined her siblings, though somehow the whole situation seemed unreal without Gereinte.

      
      This giant and these pygmies, being children of the same mother – our good old Grandmother Earth – were all brethren, and dwelt together in a friendly and affectionate manner, far, far off, in the middle of the hot Eastern Lands.

      
      Nana often told them stories about far-off lands. Alliane found it hard to comprehend that there were other places further away than the Western Isles. She had heard Warmaster Alaric instruct Gereinte in the strategic possibility of people coming from another land to conquer Carentan and the Western Isles. That was how father had died. Protecting them from invaders in the south. She shivered, despite the warmth of the cushions and the proximity of her siblings. It was unsettling to think of these things, so she focused again on the story.

      
      One day, the mighty Antaeus was lolling at full length among his little friends. A pygmy chanced to climb upon his shoulder, and he beheld something a long way off. As it came nearer and nearer, what should it turn out to be but a human shape. Not so big as Antaeus, it was true. Although a very enormous figure in comparison to pygmies. The pygmy scampered to the giant’s ear and shouted lustily into it. ‘Halloo, brother Antaeus! Get up this minute and take your pine-tree walking stick in your hand. Here comes another giant to have a tussle with you.’

      ‘Who are you?’ thundered the giant. ‘And what do you want in my dominions?’ There was one strange thing about Antaeus. Whenever this redoubtable giant touched the ground, either with hand or foot, or any other part of his body, he grew stronger than ever he had before. The stranger did not seem at all disturbed. He carelessly lifted his club and balanced it in his hand, measuring Antaeus with his eye, from head to foot.

      
      Alliane thought about their own giant, the knight Fulk, who towered above all the other men in the castle. She had never spoken to him, in awe of his strength, and he always fell silent in her company. She thought perhaps she made him feel uncomfortable, being the only female to take any interest in the forest rangers. Or perhaps it was the fact that she always had a guard and umpteen other officials trailing along behind her horse. Perhaps that was it. Mother always said it wasn’t really appropriate for her to go out with the rangers. She fidgeted now, anxious that she made it to the rangers’ afternoon ride-by. All she needed was to capture the interest of their giant just once. Once, she hoped would be enough, in order to enlist his help. Just like Antaeus helped the pygmies.

      
      ‘Who are you, I say?’ roared Antaeus.

      ‘You are a very discourteous giant,’ answered the stranger quietly. ‘And I shall probably have to teach you a little civility before we part. As for my name, it is Hercules. I have come hither because this is my most convenient road to the garden of the Hesperides.’

      ‘You shall go no further!’ bellowed Antaeus. The giant strode tower-like toward the stranger – ten times strengthened at every step – and fetched a monstrous blow at him with his pine tree, which Hercules caught upon his club and, being more skilful than Antaeus, paid him back such a rap upon the sconce that down tumbled the great lumbering man-mountain, flat upon the ground.

      But no sooner was the giant down, than up he bounced again, with tenfold might. Hercules let loose again, and gave him another knock-down blow, which sent him heels over head, but serving only to increase his already enormous strength. Now, Hercules was sensible that he would never win the victory if he kept knocking down Antaeus. So, throwing down his club, the hero stood ready to receive his antagonist with naked arms. As the mad giant made a rush at him, Hercules caught him round the middle with both hands, lifted him high into the air, and held him aloft overhead. Hercules gave the giant’s huge body a toss, and flung it about a mile off, where it fell heavily and lay with no more motion than a sand hill.

      
      Alliane’s mind wandered to her current dilemma. How to get Fulk to keep a protective eye on Gereinte. People thought him a little slow, but Alliane had seen him fight. He had passion in his heart, just like the little pygmies. Somehow, she had to get him away from everyone, as you never knew whose spies were lurking around. That was something she had learnt from Nils. He had his bank of spies who mostly worked in favour of House Andolin, but sometimes against. Nils was at pains to point out to the Andolin children, which ones they could trust, and those which could be disloyal.

      So… where were they? Oh yes, weary after his exertions, Hercules had fallen asleep, and the pygmies were so angry thinking that their friend and protector, Antaeus, had been killed, that they attacked him with their little weapons while he slept. Nana’s voice smoothed her back into the story.

      
      Waking up, surprised at the shrill piping of so many little voices, Hercules espied the innumerable assemblage of pygmies at his feet. He stooped down and, taking up the nearest one between his thumb and finger, set him on the palm of his left hand.

      ‘What in the world, my little fellow, might you be?’ said Hercules.

      ‘I am your enemy,’ answered the valiant pygmy in his mightiest squeak. ‘You have slain Antaeus, our brother. We are determined to put you to death; and I challenge you to an instant battle, on equal ground.’

      Hercules burst into a great explosion of laughter. ‘Upon my word,’ cried he. ‘I thought I had seen wonders before today: hydra with nine heads, stags with golden horns, six-legged men, three-headed dogs, giants with furnaces in their stomachs. But here on the palm of my hand stands a wonder that outdoes them all! Your body, my little friend, is about the size of an ordinary man’s finger. Pray, how big may your soul be?’

      ‘As big as your own!’ said the pygmy.

      The little man’s dauntless courage touched Hercules. ‘My good little people,’ said he. ‘Not for all the world would I do an intentional injury to such brave fellows as you! Your hearts seem to me so exceedingly great that, upon my honour, I marvel how your small bodies can contain them. I sue for peace and, as a condition of it, will take five strides and be out of your kingdom at the sixth.’

      For once, Hercules acknowledged himself vanquished. The Pygmies Tale was handed down over the centuries to future generations of pygmies, telling the tale of the day that the valiant pygmies avenged the death of the giant Antaeus by scaring away the mighty Hercules.

      But finally, I must tell you that Antaeus was not really slain, only somewhat dazed, and after a while, picked himself up and wandered away to find himself a home with better luck and as far away from Hercules as possible.

      
      Josselin wriggled down and shuffled away, this time behind a chair. Alliane sighed and stretched her legs.

      ‘Good grief,’ she said.

      ‘Don’t worry about us,’ Nerys said, arching an eyebrow in irony. ‘We’ll deal with Joss. You go and play at being a ranger.’

      ‘It’s more interesting than primping about the palace pretending to be a lady,’ Alliane said, sneering at her twin.

      ‘For goodness’ sake, Alliane, just go if you’re going.’ Roda whipped up the squealing Josselin into her arms and rocked him back and forth.

      ‘Enough, now.’ Everyone was quiet when Nana spoke. ‘We don’t need this, not with the way your brother is feeling at the moment.’

      Alliane skulked toward the door, knowing that Nana was right, but unable to stay. Somewhere between Hercules falling asleep and the pygmies attacking him, she’d had an idea. Whether it would work remained to be seen.

      
      Nils Martan sped down the corridor toward the royal children’s quarters where he hoped to find the queen. His news could not wait. The identity of the prince’s saviour would throw into question his safety and future as heir to Carentan. A thousand possibilities swarmed around in Nils’ mind, and despite the chill of the castle corridors, he was feeling hot beneath his robes.

      He was pleased to note that the guards were keeping a vigil outside the doors and nodded to them as he hurried into the prince’s quarters. The receiving room was empty, except for a few guest chairs and two servants standing either side of the door to the prince’s chamber. The queen emerged from her son’s sleeping quarters just as Nils’ entrance was announced by the servants. She closed the door to her son’s chamber and gestured Nils to enter the living quarters on the opposite side of the entrance.

      It was a large, bright room that overlooked the castle gardens. Most of the prince’s formal education took place in this room and the large oak table was precariously piled with books and scrolls on a variety of subjects, from strategic defence and weaponry to the history of the Western Isles. Caitlin turned her full attention to Nils, who was sweating profusely under the heat of her gaze. The expectation in her expression was uncompromising.

      ‘Your Highness.’ Nils glanced nervously at the servants standing to attention.

      The queen nodded to the two young men, who left the room.

      When Nils was sure they were alone, he said, ‘Fulk Borsa is your man.’
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