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Part 1


For Merrie's Sake...  
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A theft, an invasion and a gathering of the four.

Prologue: 

Place: The Vaults, Floriénne. Time: Beltane, aeon of the Lady Merrie.

With considered care and a quantum of skill, he slipped silently through shadowed, hallowed halls. His measured breaths drew air stuffy with the fusty taint of age and the blackened flecks of sooty torchlight ... light enough to see by ... or unfortunately, be seen. Warily, he trod the gloomy passageways with the trepidation that only a thief can feel; these vaults held guards aplenty, all no doubt alert and watchful. To his favour however, few others were down here, not on this day, this special day.

Upstairs held a wealth of life and fun; the bibulous chatter of feasting and pleasure, the Lady Merrie's own spring festival. Love and romance were in the air and the folk upstairs would dance, sing and party until dawn, Merrie's way, live life... love life.  He too enjoyed a good festival, but would take no part today; it was simply fit for purpose. Nay, if anything he was the spectre at the feast, the bringer of doom. No pleasure then ... this had to be done, and today was useful.  

Let them drink their fill upstairs, all the better for his mission. Does a drunkard remember a shadow's passing? 

He was no mage, but he had grace enough to tread quietly, invisible in the flickering torchlight; flames wavered in the draught, the only signal of his crossing. The art of concealment had been assiduously practised for years in the unforgiving Foraes Dair, now it served him well. Many guards, many passages, many stairs, downwards and on, thus far he advanced unchecked. Once or twice a guard looked up curiously as, with surreptitious stealth, he crept softly by.

The elf stole onwards, ignoring rooms full of treasures and weapons, mementoes of war, talismans and harbingers of death, all carefully classified and codified. He sought only that which was in the final vault, the deepest and most sacred: his sole goal. 

He halted briefly as a mouse squeaked and ran across his path, almost standing on its tail. He hid against the shadowed wall, barely breathing until the rodent disappeared down an arid, dust-filled hole to seek its family. For some moments he stood rigid, listening for movement from guards, before creeping onwards.

He was amazed at the size of this underground treasury; room after room burgeoning with spoils of war, the loot of centuries, the wealth of a nation.  He touched none.

Instead, he followed his instinct to the final vault, their most precious treasure. The air this far down was damp, miasmic with age. He paused briefly to consider his next move, a mere momentary hesitation for contemplation, before solemnly pulling back his shoulders, determined to finish this task. His face wore no emotion, neither excitement nor anxiety, merely a mask of concentration. He quietly continued his mission to the lowest level.

A guard stood idly in front of the last doorway, a little miffed at missing the Feast Day pleasures upstairs - down here was boring, tedious work. Chilly down here too, the cold seeped into his veins, a glass of mead would go down well later. It was supposed to be an honour to guard the vault, but he would be glad for his shift to be over. Few nobles ventured this far down, except once or twice a year; a mage or two, the Dûchesse, her duty to inspect the glass case, to see and worship the relic.

The elf moved with soundless assurance, melded and moulded twixt dark and light.  Cloaked and camouflaged, he remained unseen until he stood solemnly by the side of the bored and clearly oblivious guard. He gave a muttered apology as he knocked him out with a swift blow to the head and took the keys hanging from his belt; the guard was only doing his duty and he had no quarrel with him. He took from his pocket a small vial of softened beeswax, oiled the lock as well as the hinges of the door, waiting for a few moments before unlocking it. The door to the final vault now swung silently, it would not betray him. 

Inside was lit by a single flame; a small room - smaller than he thought, almost cave-like - but then, it held only one item: that which he sought.

One oblong oaken table, the legs wrought with fine elven carvings, leaves and vines. One large glass case on top, extremely simple in style yet immensely heavy, no visible openings.

It was clear he could not take the case, nor did he wish to.

The elf gave a deep sigh of satisfaction as he gazed at the relic, surprised that it wasn't better protected. It looked naked inside the crystal glass, open to the world. Surely there should be locks, perhaps chains? There were none, not locks, handles, seams or hinges. The case seemed complete, whole; perhaps it had to be broken open? 'In emergency, smash glass'?  But he was neither tradesman nor craftsman, he carried no axe or hammer. True, he'd brought glass cutters and lock picks with him, although somehow, he had not expected the need of them. He wasn’t even that sure how to use them.

He examined the seamless crystal case thoroughly, shaking his head under his hood, how had they put it in there? More to the point, how to get it out?

He tried the glass cutter on the top of the crystal case: nothing happened, not even a scratch. Hmm, magically warded then, no ingress that way. In that case, even a hammer would do nothing. This relic was meant to stay here forever.

Time was going by, how much longer could he have before the unconscious guard outside was discovered?  Frowning now, slightly worried, he stretched out his hands to touch the cold glass, feeling perhaps for pressure points. It was smooth, so smooth, not a ridge or an indentation anywhere, certainly nowhere for a lock. He shook his head once more, he had come many miles - in more ways than one - for this, he would not return empty handed. How in Mer'edrynn did it open? 

But then he smiled with relief as the case suddenly sprang open at his touch revealing a previously hidden seam, the glass connected together so perfectly - and obviously magically - as to be invisible, and he gazed with relish at what lay on the bed of faded purple velvet. Another quietly satisfied sigh escaped him, mingling oddly with a strange sound - a brief echo perhaps, a movement of age-old air? - from within the case. 

For a moment his face was bright with pleasure.

Ah  ... it was beautiful, more so than he imagined. But his triumph was followed by a brief moue of dissatisfaction; with shaking head he realised the ancient relic had been vandalised at some point, reducing its power. 

Regardless, he quickly secreted his prize in the leathern cloth he had brought with him for the purpose, and left as silently as he came.

* 
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Hollyporth port, Elvinhaeme: month of Oestra, one month earlier.

They rolled in on huge carracks from their island stronghold of Glasse, north-west in the Sea of Silver, not so many miles away from Hollyporth. The massive ballistae faced landward; war weapons designed to terrify the natives. Also very useful in the port, make some damage down at the docks, not too much, but enough to hurt.

Who could stop them?  There was no navy to fight these ships, not necessary, no-one had invaded for hundreds of years and the elves of Elvinhaeme were on good terms with the humans of Westerling just to the north, sharing a land border between them. In any case, King Alexis' wife, Queen Neria, came from their own Court. 

King Alexis kept a small contingent of boats armed against smugglers bringing contraband from Sevillon or Chev'alierre across the Parting Sea: wines, coffee, perfumes, leafroll, expensive stuff. Sometimes the Sevillain came to fish illegally in their waters, King Alexis' small fleet of warships kept them at bay. The elves of Elvinhaeme in their south-west corner of Mer'edrynn were grateful to the human Westerling king and paid him a sum towards upkeep.

But no one had a real navy, and no one had a large army, except maybe King Kyneweth far north in Segantium, sharing the borders with Caladin and Picantés, his troops patrolled regularly. He kept the wild tribes down too, Bregantines and Alderfolk of the far north in Shirewood. He was a long way off though, nigh on nine hundred miles by road. Here in Hollyporth, a few guards kept the port clear of louts and drunkards, and the special ones, experienced and mature, guarded Merrie's Temple.  

No, the peace-loving elves of Elvinhaeme weren't ready for this, nor were their gentle human friends. Humans lived in Elvinhaeme too, side by side, artists, writers and poets were usually inspired by the beauty. They came to enjoy the University of Arts at Belcast’el, the music, the camaraderie; many intermarried, or just stayed. Life was pleasant here. They weren’t ready either, and in any case, none were fighters.

The invaders arrived on a lovely spring day, just the sort the elves loved, a blue-sky day in this small city by the sea. Wide, white streets, pink with flowering cherries lining the roads. A city full of blossom, for the elves were great gardeners and farmers, the city blooming with spring, as bonny as a bride on her wedding day. Attractive buildings too, the local stone so pale as to be almost white. The buildings sparkled in the bright clean light, a rainbow radiance.

It was one of those days that made an elven heart sing; perhaps bring out a lute to play a tune, watch the elf maidens dance their welcome of spring. A time to take part in the age-old ritual of life; summer and sunshine just around the corner.  

But the black-clad soldiers poured off the ships, fully armed and well trained, years spent in training on the Isle of Glasse for this day, the first foray onto the mainland. They held their metal shields in front and their steel swords high and marched down the main street, tight grouped blocks of them. The streets were wide, groups marched eight-square formation, grim faced and determined. They slaughtered indiscriminately as they marched, elf and human. Bodies fell; some were meeting friends or simply taking a stroll, shopping, some sitting outside street cafes enjoying the spring air, others were simply fishermen bringing in a fresh catch from the sea, merchants carrying in fine goods, others taking their crafts to market. Not a soul was ready.

Hollyporth was civilised and peaceful, for Merrie's sake! No one expected this.

The wide, white streets ran crimson; blood mopped up by pale pink cherry blossom swept by the wind to the side of the road. Elvhen screams dissipated in the air.

The militia, for what it was worth, was called, taken out quickly by these men trained in the art of death. The militia was used to drunkards and occasional fights among sailors, not this, not warfare. No guardsman lived, no Temple Guard outlived this day, and the Temple of Merrie was taken and desecrated, her oaken statue dragged outside and burned in the town square for ashen-faced elves and their human friends to witness and to weep.

They took the port of Westlea shortly after, useful and in both cases, so easy. Mer'edrynn was meant for humans only, for human males, strong in will and determination. The rest had to go.

The old ways of fertility and love were finished, for now was the time of death.
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Village of Haregroves, 19th day of Helios,  Present day.

‘Pop down to the river and get me some yellow flag will you, I’m running out of dye. Oh, and collect some toadflax on the way.’ The order came from a dry voice belonging to a miserable-looking, middle-aged herb dealer, or quack as Dane privately called him.

Dane looked up from his work table with pleasure. All morning he'd been dying to get out of the dank and airless store, just waiting for an excuse. Dane hated that so-called herbalist's shop, a musty smelling, dark hole of a place with few real medicines and a mean, mealy mouthed remedian who ran it. 

A herbalist's shop should smell clean and sharp with the fresh tang of healing herbs. This smelled of sour cough drops covered in dust, with a constant undercurrent of Ryebold's sweat. The man called himself a physician, huh! Dane had more healing in his little finger than Ryebold had in his entire store. And some of those potions were just wrong - useless or even downright dangerous. Still, the charlatan made a living off his sweetened juices and spectacularly coloured vials, no one seemed to notice. 

If people recovered, it was thanks to the medicine, if they didn't, his excuse was that the Lady Merrie had chosen to take them at this time. They'd gone to her loving arms, were now with the ancestors.

Dane considered it was fortunate that he'd been around for the last few months to create some real potions. Ryebold didn't care one way or another, people could live or die as long as they paid him, but he had to admit more and more people were seeking out his store, thanks to Dane's knowledge. His brief reverie was interrupted by his master’s insistent voice.

‘Go on, hop to it, and hurry back quick, time’s money, lad.’

'Miserable old sod,' thought Dane. 'I'll take whatever time's necessary.'  He needed the job to live, to pay his rent and buy food, but he hated being cooped up all day. He put the cork stopper back on the bottle he was preparing, stashed it out of the way before Ryebold meddled with it and left the store, glad to be in the open air.

It wasn’t exactly fresh air.

The gritty, greasy smell of burnt and blackened bones invaded Dane's nostrils as he strode through the narrow street, his all too expressive face betrayed his feelings, his mouth curled up in distaste. Chicken bones or perhaps the remains of a hog roast, crackling and shattering on a hearth-fire? He hated that smell, too close to human, too many memories ...  too close to the charred remains of his father ... the day the Adammites came to his island.

The young mage shook the disturbing image from his brain, too painful. There was no point dwelling on the past, despite how it had changed his life - nay - his world. He had work to do. The guy was a miserable sod, but the young man needed the work and it was easy for someone with Dane's knowledge. 

It was warm, early summer, with little wind to freshen the air. Dane ran through the dusty village street, his nose still twitching; more smells of overused, old fat in blackened cooking pots, malodorous little children, un-swept pig sties and the stink of the cesspit assailing his nostrils. The burnt bone smell stuck with him though, couldn't get it out of his system. It had been a terrible end for his father. 

He'd loved his dad, a charming man, a mage like himself, tallish and well-built with cornflower blue eyes that laughed. Dane was glad he'd inherited his physique from his father and not his mother. But his golden hair was definitely from mum. Those same blue eyes temporarily turned misty. They'd been wonderful parents, full of fun and so much in love.

He turned down a small lane, slightly clearer and cleaner here; the two cottages on each side boasted gardens filled with fragrant summer flowers. He stopped to breathe in the heady clove aroma of some pink matthiola, stocks; broke off a stem and stuck it in the lapel of his cheap, calico tunic. That would smell better when he returned, a necessary nosegay.

He felt uncomfortable in these villages. Too much noise, the incessant bang, bang, bang of the blacksmith from dawn 'til dusk, the constant wailing of babies overheated by the summer sun, and the barking of hungry dogs snapping at each other as they scavenged for food.  There was a saw mill here too, made a rare old racket. 

His ears, like his nostrils, were assaulted twelve hours a day. 

Still, his other senses enjoyed the place; the ale was good, the innkeeper’s wife made a damn tasty pork pie, the pretty wenches were buxom and decidedly soft to touch. 

Three out of five wasn't bad.

It was quite a prosperous village, Haregroves by name, just off the main highway between Draecastle to the north and Grimmpool, the main fishing port to the west. A good stopping off place for shoeing the horses, or an overnight stay. It boasted a small market, a wayside inn for better off folk, a damn good ale house and an annual fair.

He was hurrying down to the river when he caught sight of the large, brash notice tacked to the big oak in the centre of the village. 

He stepped over to read, the brightly coloured words glaring at him.

Longshanks Circus!

Tonight for one night only!

Conjurers and fire-eaters!

Juggling japes and exotic creatures!

Drowman's magnificent dancing bear!

Bold knife throwers' extraordinaire!

Acrobats and Trampolines,

The Bearded Lady behind the scenes!

For an unforgettable display of delight

Come to Longshanks Circus tonight!

––––––––
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'Ooh,' he thought, 'now that's worth seeing,' even if the rhythm of the rhyme was a bit iffy and there was an overabundance of exclamation. He loved a good circus, loved a good fair actually, watching all the tumblers and the jugglers. He came out on the highway ... surely he had enough time for a quick peep at the circus folk?

Oh, the life of the travelling players, whether circus, actors or troubadours. He envied them, their camaraderie, their itinerant life style, their creativity. Must be fun, he thought. He'd been travelling himself for the last five years, moving from village to village, barely making enough to live on.  Always alone though, ever since his family died back on the Isle of Glasse. 

It had been such a lovely place, so peaceful. And his mother - now there was a beauty - Llanetha, a dryadic priestess who, in what had to have been a fit of madness, married his mage father. She left the woodlands to live in their small manor. His father had to plant trees for her, especially rowans - he savoured the thought of her rowanberry jelly, the earliest of memories - and she brought small saplings with her, apple, cherry, plums, greengages. And naturally, in the centre of their garden, a sacred oak, mistletoe growing along some of the branches. Mum watched that one carefully, harvesting the mistletoe regularly, pruning back, taking care of her beloved tree.

Other women brought linen or crockery as a dowry - his mum brought trees and shrubs.

He shook his head, not good to think back, even now, too painful. Those blasted Adammites ... mage haters all.

Dane made his way to the highway, not far distant, passing a small wayside shrine to the Lady Merrie; oak-carved, her gentle hands stretched out in welcome, her naked body seeming vulnerable in the open air. He gave the statue a smile and bent his head reverentially, before blowing her a cheeky kiss. He remembered the old rhyme:

'Keep the Lady on your side,

Love's sweet charms with you abide.'

––––––––
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He believed in keeping the Lady happy. Truth be told he believed in keeping all ladies - or wenches - happy. They were always interested in what a mage could do with his hands... 

What he didn't know was that the Lady had plans for him, that She was about to take him by the hand, or in his case (as with most men) his ... er ... dangly bits,  dig him out of his current, albeit pleasant rut and throw him into a totally unknown future.  Ah, such is life.

He continued along the road, now whistling, his sorrow dissipating yet always within, understanding that like himself, the Lady Merrie was a Healer. He’d tried to forge a new life for himself from the ashes of the old one. Move onwards, move forwards, 'stop snivelling and get on with it,' his mum would have said.

Ah now, there it was, out at the Old Field, the huge canvas tent had already been erected, big piebald horses with shaggy manes and baggage wagons everywhere and  a couple of those funny little wooden huts on wheels that travellers like these seemed to live in. A number of dwarves were seen arguing in front of the entrance. Oooh, and a cage with a big brown bear in  ...  a real, live bear ... he'd only ever seen them as drawings in manuscripts before. He’d caught a glimpse of one once as he made his way through the dangers of Draconia, but he’d swiftly changed course. He crept over, dying to look in at the fierce creature. It seemed to be sleeping, or perhaps it was just bored into catatonia. He gave the bars a knock, hoping to wake the imprisoned beast, get a look at its sharp claws and teeth. 

Frankly, it just looked sorry for itself. It longed for the wildwood.

'Oy, you, stop, keep away - it'll take your head off!' A swarthy giant of a man with a black beard and a mane of thick, black hair shouted gruffly over to him. 

'Sorry, just curious ... ' Dane walked over to the big man. He must have been well over six and a half feet tall. Not that Dane was a small guy; there was strong Vikénar blood in his veins from his father's lineage, and years of handling a heavy mage staff had left a broad chest and shoulders.

'You must be Longshanks,' he began. 

The big man shook his head morosely and pointed to the entrance. 'Nay, 'im wi't red beard.'

Dane looked ... looked again ... then realised he meant the three and a half foot dwarf with the face chiselled out of a granite mountainside. 

'No matter,' he replied, stifling a laugh, 'only came over to have a look.'

'Aye well, look tonight after thee's paid.' The Carnie nodded to the field entrance. 'C'mon, out of it!' He was a surly character. 

'Aye well,' Dane countered, 'I hope I get my money's worth then, you miserable sod.' He made to walk away.

The big man grabbed hold of his arm, pulling him back, his eyes even blacker, 'just watch what you say, mate ...' Clearly he was a man of short temper.

Dane merely smiled as his other hand discharged an amberic shock into the man's arm, blue lightning crackling from mage fingers. The black-bearded giant jumped back, clutching his hand.  'Bloody 'ell!' he swore.

'Just watch who you're manhandling,' countered Dane.

'You effing mages  ... shouldn't be allowed ...' the big Carnie muttered as he went back to his tent, still clutching his arm.

Dane walked back to the village, still whistling cheerily, regardless of the sourpuss of a Carnie. He took a small path through the hawthorn wood down to the river, collecting toadflax as he walked, it liked the drier land. The yellow flag by the banks was bright and cheerful, ready for harvesting, but that river looked inviting on such a warm summer's day. He quickly kicked off his boots, rolled up his woollen leggings and waded in. It felt clear and cool and delightful. He wriggled his toes in the sand, then perched himself on a large stone by the bank, leaving his feet in the cold running water. The warm summer sun shone brightly on his face and he felt good: a temporary satisfaction of soul and body. He watched a heron on the other bank, it kept dipping its head in the water, searching for food. Curlews called overhead, and two swallows swooped in the blueness. It was pleasant here, calm, peaceful. A small silver fish began nibbling his toes making him realise he still needed to collect the plants. Oh well... 

When he returned with armfuls of yellow flag and a bag of toadflax, Ryeman began grumbling.

'You've been a damn long time - what were you up to? Got a wench in the village or something?'

'Had to have been a bloody quick roll then,' Dane replied archly.

'Stop giving me bloody cheek ... if you want to keep your job, I'd learn to shut that gob of yours and do as I tell you.' Dane seriously pissed him off on a regular basis. 'Otherwise, you're sacked.'

'All right,’ Dane went to pick up his mage staff in the corner, made as if to march out. He'd reached the door before Ryeman called him back. 

'Where are you going? I didn't mean it, come back Dane!'  Dane was more than useful, on several fronts.

'You know you need me, Ryeman. You know as much herbalism as the blacksmith, probably less. You know nothing about medicine and you have no healing skills. I'm expert in all of those; I've spent my life learning, from my mother's knee upwards, so stop threatening.

Anyway, I only stopped off to look at the circus - it looks great.  Are you going tonight?' he smiled cheerily at his boss. 'It starts early though, you need to shut up shop around five.'

Ryeman shook his head. 'Nay, more money lost to that thing and they want me to spend my hard-earned cash on all that rot?' He'd have to close early anyway; everyone would be at the circus, waste of time staying open.

'Bah, humbug,' laughed Dane cheekily, 'you're a mean sod.' Nevertheless he got to work with the herbs, setting them to dry, sorting out the essential parts and working on vials he had prepared the previous day. He knew his preparations and potions would do some good, it was worth hanging around a while. And perhaps Ryeman might just learn a little from him ... although he doubted it.

Ryeman did indeed close his store by five o'clock and Dane hurried back to the tiny room he rented in the attic of the Rosins tavern, for a quick wash and change. He chose a white linen tunic and black woollen leggings, his good black boots suitable for a night out, not that he had much wardrobe choice. He had a mage cloak, but didn't wear a long mage gown, nor had his father, simple working clothes for them both. His great grandfather had started the new tradition; the bellicose Vikénar didn't really appreciate men in frocks, and you couldn't wander around up there without a massive sword or axe at your belt. They looked at you oddly; something a bit iffy there ...  Mage staffs were carried at all times to show intent, and perhaps a little intimidation. His great grandfather moved to the Isle of Glasse where both his magehood and his manhood were accepted without question. Needless to say, there weren't too many mages left in Vikénar.

But however narrow-minded they were, they didn't indiscriminately slaughter mages as the Adammites did.

He decided to eat at the circus; there were always sideshows and stalls. He made sure to take his staff with him, a place like that attracted vagabonds and cut-purses. It saved a lot of bother, people here, as with the Vikénar, took one look at his black ash staff and stayed clear - he could obviously take care of himself, and no one liked the idea of fire up their backside.

The circus was buzzing with people; some nodded hello to him, he smiled back. The diminutive owner of the business now stood outside the tent flap, wearing a silver cloak and chanting the inevitable 'roll up, roll up,' to everyone, exclaiming the delights of the evening.

There was a goodly smell of roasting meat, Dane tucked in to several slices of wild boar and pork sausages, washed down with a weak and tasteless beer. His eyes were attracted to a stall selling apples dipped in caramelised beet sugar, but it was a bit sticky and after eating half of it he passed it on to a wandering child whose large, wistful eyes looked hungry. The boy ran off behind the tent to finish it before his benefactor could change his mind, or use it as an excuse to give him a quick swipe across the ear.

He joined the queue for the tent, paid his dues and found a bench with a good view to enjoy the evening. He didn't sit at the front, anyone at the front was a fool. They always got covered in water, vegetable peelings or sawdust, and he was wearing his best black leather jerkin over the tunic. He'd left his mage cloak back in his room, no need for it tonight, it was a warm evening.

Longshanks strutted in to welcome everyone and to introduce the acts, the crowd erupting with laughter as he introduced himself. The tent was already bright with oil lamps placed high on the interlocking poles of the structure, they would flare merrily as the sun went down, although that would be late tonight, so near to Lumentide.

There were three performing dogs, four performing dwarves with stilts, and a trampoline was brought out on which a well-built young woman in a tight pink bodice jumped and somersaulted.

That was one of the reasons Dane liked a good circus - the lasses wore next to nothing and left little to the imagination. He watched as her pert rump stuck up in the air for a few moments, before she turned over and jumped to the floor. Very nice, dear ... he applauded ... very nice.  Dane was an unashamedly red-blooded male.

Jesters in red and yellow motley came out next, sure enough the front rows were duly drenched and everyone laughed, including himself. 

Nine dwarven acrobats wearing loose green tops and shorts came on next, accompanied by a lissom young female. He watched carefully, she was very good. Rather beautiful too, and very fetching in her white, one piece bodice and leggings. She was bare-footed, sure footed, he watched eagerly as she cart-wheeled and somersaulted, forwards and backwards. The dwarves too proved to be very athletic, making pyramids, the young woman thrown up to the very top of them. Dane thought she looked magnificent, her rich dark auburn hair flowing wildly around, a charming smile upon her face. There was appreciative applause.

The massive bear came on next, with his equally massive handler. It staggered around the ring kept on a chain. A dwarf played a jig on a flute and the bear was seen to step in time with the music. Or perhaps the music kept time with the bear? Dane looked carefully at the bear - he was sure it was drugged. He wondered how such a wild thing abided being kept in a cage all day?

... It probably felt like him.

Then it was the turn of the knife throwing act. To his surprise, the acrobatic young woman, now introduced as part of the 'Arne and Amber' team, walked into the ring. She still wore the white tight-fitting bodice but now a bright red leather jerkin was laced around her middle. Her beautiful eyes matched her name, deep amber eyes sparkled at the audience. 

A table was brought to the centre of the room and a large circular board placed at the back, away from the crowd. The table seemed to be filled with knife belts, looked lethal. Dane held his breath, he didn't want her hurt. An older man, a dark, swarthy type, walked jauntily in, swaggering. He wore dark red leather trousers and the same red leather jerkin as the young woman, over a white linen shirt, his legs encased in those fancy boots from Sevillon with the big heels. He looked good and he knew it. He already had a row of daggers tucked in his belt. This must be 'Arne'.

He spent some minutes holding two daggers in his hands, twirling them, showing off, before casually throwing them at the board. They all hit the centre. 

Round of applause.

The young woman began cart-wheeling across the floor, back and forth, faster and faster. Every time her legs made a wide V shape in front of the board, he shot a dagger through them, landing in the bull. This went on for some time. Dane was sure she would get dizzy. 

She retrieved the daggers and gave them to Arne, before being ordered to stand against the board, her arms and legs splayed. She arched an eyebrow at the crowd, as if to say, 'aye, aye, what's this?' Her smile was delicious, the crowd loved  her.

Dane watched with heart in mouth  ... what if? ..what if?  He had his staff ready in case of mishaps.

One after another dagger was thrown at her body. She barely blinked an eyelid and just looked amused. Her eyes twinkled. As she stood away, the daggers left a human, girlie-shape behind her. The crowd applauded generously. 

But what was now happening? The woman looked at the man, beckoned him slyly as if to kiss him, then pushed him against the knife board. She ran to the centre of the table, grabbed a knife belt and quickly fastened it around her tiny waist. Another second and daggers were in her hands, twirling and waving, except she somersaulted forwards several times, still holding them out before returning to the centre of the ring. 

There was an expectant roll of drums. 

She smiled gleefully at the audience as she threw a dozen or so in rapid concurrence at the man splayed against the board. He stood with eyes widened in mock fear, but she was clearly as good as he. 

When all were dispatched, Arne the knife-thrower walked forward, leaving a man-shape entwined around the woman-shape on the board. She'd managed to throw in between his own daggers, not missed once. He took her hand, walked to the middle of the ring; they threw their arms up in the air and bowed.

The silent crowd erupted. Dane stood up applauding, the woman was magnificent. He blew her a kiss.

Arne and Amber walked off to thumping applause and stamping feet.

Everyone settled down for a few minutes respite, jugs of juice and small beer were brought around to be bought for a few pennies. Sticky blackcurrant sweets were offered to the children, these were actually free, but they smelled disgusting - that sickly sweet smell that always seems to be around unwashed children.

Then the bearded woman came on; a very large, ample-bosomed lady, her shimmering cloak flowing around her. To their surprise she began to sing, accompanied by three dwarves on recorders, her voice was strong and sure, her range excellent. She sang a few of the more popular love songs of the day, and one rather difficult piece in a foreign language, possibly Sevillain. She was very good and the crowd were by now thoroughly happy and satisfied, another round of hearty applause was given.

More jesters and jugglers wandered on and the fire eater stood in the centre strutting his stuff. 

Eventually they finished and the short-statured Longshanks took the floor.  'My Lords and Ladies,' he began, then paused dramatically to peruse the audience carefully, before shaking his head in mock despair, clearly not many lords and ladies here ...  

'... er, merchants, villeins, serfs, servants and children ... village idi ...' he stopped himself just in time, raised an eyebrow. The crowd caught his meaning and laughed ...little bit edgy there, not nice to mock the afflicted. 'We now present to you the act of the evening. Our major star will perform high rise feats of deadly danger and daring-do. I beg you, everyone, please be utterly quiet during the next few moments; we must not, under any circumstance disrupt her concentration.’  He paused for effect. ‘Her life may depend upon it ...’ adding another carefully contrived pause.

'I present you ... Amber, Queen of the High Trapeze!' He bent low then threw his arms dramatically up towards the top of the tent, gazing upwards.

There, high at the top of a rope-ladder laughing down at them, was the beautiful young woman of earlier, waving and beaming at them all. She still wore the white leggings and bodice as before, the red leather jerkin and knife belt now discarded. Everyone gasped, including Dane. It was a long way up... 

...and a long way down with no safety net.  

At the other side of the tent, high above them, her partner of earlier stood on a platform, holding a makeshift rope swing. 

Amber too held a similar swing in front of her. There was a heart thumping drum roll as she took hold of the swing and gently rolled over into it. For some seconds she sat, beginning to swing to the rhythm of the drums, then gracefully she stood, took hold of the sides. She stretched and somersaulted and stood perfectly upside down on the swing, hands holding the side, then rolled over and down, her head hanging down, her hair, now in a ponytail waving at the audience. Again she swung, held on only by her legs wrapped over the swing, arms dangling.  She pulled herself up, stood upright, swinging back and forth, back and forth. 

The audience now saw that the swing on the other side was swinging in unison with hers, as Arne pushed it towards her she leapt surely across to the opposite swing. The crowd gasped and were hurriedly given an ominous shh by the ring master. She started twisting and turning over and over on the other swing while another member of the team shimmied up the rope ladder to collect the original rope swing and get its rhythm in time with hers. Again she swapped swings in mid air, a swirling pirouette between the swings. Several times she swapped swings, her pirouettes graceful and daring, seemingly oblivious to certain death below her if she fell.

Dane held his breath, he was held in wonder of her, she was marvellous. Please don't fall...

Then came the climax of the evening, she seemed to spin faster and faster and suddenly she let go of the ropes she was holding, spinning ever upwards and over in mid air crouched like a ball, then a huge double somersault in a graceful arc, and came down grasping the ropes of the other swing, still turning over and over until her momentum slowed.

...And not a thing beneath to catch her.

Eventually she came to a standstill and took one hand off the ropes, waving and laughing at everyone.

The whole crowd stood applauding. She was magnificent.

'What a woman!' thought Dane, 'what a glorious woman.'

He didn't stay to watch any other acts after her performance. He grabbed his staff and dashed outside. He would meet this beauty tonight if he had to search the whole circus for her and stay up the entire night. 

Dane was in love ... again. It occurred with regular monotony. But don't blame him, he was young and impressionable and full of life's fun. He ran through the falling darkness around the back of the tent, the Carnie's concealed entrance, saw her coming out, wrapping a small woollen cloak around her slender form.

He rushed to her side. 'Here, let me help you,' grabbing the cloak, pulling it to. 'Don't want to catch a cold in the chilly evening air after that.' It wasn't a particularly cold evening.

She stared at him.

'I'm a physician,' he explained, 'you're all toasty-warm after your exertions, just the time to catch cold.' His piercing blue eyes smiled down at her. She was a tiny figure, small boned, lissom, lithe, svelte in fact. 'Watched you inside  ...  you were marvellous,' his voice breathy and eager.

'Well, er, thank you,' she replied.  'I need to get to my tent now and change, if you don't mind.'

Dane listened to her, ignoring her words as men often do, instead hearing the melodious sound of her voice. It was sweet and pleasant on his ear, honey rippling through nectar.  'Bet you're thirsty after all that exertion, why don't we go for a drink?'  He didn't want to part so soon.

She paused, shaking her head; she got a lot of this after a show, men trying it on. 'I'm  ... well ... it's late ...' she protested.

'Not so late, sun's barely set. C'mon, have a pint with me, you'll need something to relax you after that.'  He wasn't giving up. 

She looked at his eager face; decided it wasn't a bad face, kind eyes. Relented a little, the public were always after her when the performance was over; some even sent her flowers or sweetmeats. But his smile was kind too, and he was clearly a mage ... that staff. 

'... um, well, OK, I still need to wash and change, but I could meet you at the ale tent later.'

He shook his head, 'you mean the stuff they serve here? It's pigswill, horrible stuff ... you want a decent pint.' He put on his most persuasive smile, 'no, the local alehouse serves a damn good pint, the landlord's from Erin,' as if that was explanation enough.  He was determined to spend some time with her, he'd never seen anything like her. 'Good stuff - puts hairs on your chest.'

Amber stifled a laugh.  'Oh well, put like that  ... just what a woman needs,' she commented wryly. 

'You'll come then?'  She heard the pleasure in his voice. 

'Well, I have to let Longshanks know, he doesn't like me leaving the compound, but it's OK for an hour or so. I could do with a decent drink, it's thirsty work in the tent.' She watched the young man's eyes shine with delight.

Dane walked her to her tent, people were milling about now, the main tent emptying although a few hawkers were still plying their trade, people with children going home, young men and women wandering the stalls, grabbing food, drinking the overpriced, watered-down ale, playing the rigged games of skill and chance in side-booths. 'I'm Dane,' he introduced himself. 

She looked up, smiled. 'I'm Amber ...'

'I know .... I heard, I saw you ... you were magnificent - and so versatile - wow!'  He couldn't praise her enough. 

They reached her tent, she waved him away with one imperious hand. 'I need to wash and change, OK?'

Dane stood outside humming, waiting for her return. Eventually she came back out, not too long, bringing with her a pleasant smell of perfume, sweet and spicy; she smelled good.

'Mm-mm, that's nice,' he complimented her, 'I like that - let me see ... clove, cinnamon, rose, violet and  ... hmm, vanilla?'  he asked.

It was Amber's turn to be astonished. 'I'm not exactly sure,' she replied, 'how do you know?' The man intrigued her.

'I'm a herbalist as well, know every fragrance there is; need to know or I might put the wrong herb in a mixture if the light's bad. Don't want to kill anyone.' It was natural to him, been taught since a child by his mother.

Amber pointed out the black staff, 'you're a mage then?'

'Born and bred. Come from a long line of them.'

Amber smiled, intrigued now and nodded her head. 'Me too,' she replied. It had been a long time since she met a mage, they seemed to be a dying breed. This one looked livelier than most, they were usually book-worm types smelling of something dryly alchemical. He reminded her of home. A couple of drinks with him would be interesting, and she was certainly thirsty, the circus tent was too hot on a summer night.

They moved back towards the big tent, to the ringmaster. 'Hey Longshanks,' the young woman shouted, 'going for a quick pint - thirsty now, just in the village. Won't be long.'

Longshanks ran over. He took out a pocket watch, looked at the time. 'One hour Amber, no more. We move on first thing, as you are aware and you need your beauty sleep.'  It was clear he was in control, the young woman visibly stiffened. He turned to Dane, eyeing him up and down ... mostly up. 'Where are you taking her?'

'The Rosins, in the village, it's good beer there. I think she deserves one after all her efforts.'

'Bring her back soon then, because ...' he warned him, 'if you don't, I'll send my boys over - OK? And ...' he added even more menacingly, 'watch out on the road - it's a typical Fae night.'

Dane nodded, then gave a quick salute, 'aye aye, sir, back within the hour.' Fae night, he thought to himself, did he really still believe in those childhood tales?

He grabbed Amber's hand, leading her to the village. When they were out of sight of the circus he spoke. 'Heavens, he keeps you on a leash, doesn't he?'

She laughed, 'I'm his prize performer. I'm worth a great deal of money to him.'

'Well, I'm going to have to work fast then, aren't I?' he quipped. 'One whole hour to down a pint or two, get to know you, sweet talk you, entice you up to my bedroom, make passionate love to you, then bring you back safely to your master.' He laughed, 'I think we need to walk a little quicker in that case ...'

Amber threw back her head and giggled, 'well, you're straight and to the point,' she replied.

They both quickened their pace.

The alehouse was getting full when they arrived, canny locals knew not to drink the circus rubbish. They made their way through solid but somewhat distressed tables and chairs to a quiet corner tucked away from the bar. It was growing darker now, small pewter and glass candle-lamps were lit; each table held a wavering glow, a few sconces lit the walls.  Dane called over a maid, 'two pints of Gwyneth, 'Tilda,' waving a hand. The maid nodded, she liked Dane, went to the bar.

Amber unwrapped her cloak, Dane put his staff down against the wall.

'That's a nasty looking thing ...' she pointed out, 'you a necromancer or something?'

He shook his head, 'not actually mine, had a fight with the owner. He exploded mine. I pinched it off his dead body.'

'So you still beat him then, even without your staff? '

He nodded, 'yeah, he was a bastard, and he shouldn't have done that to my staff. There's more ways of killing a cat ...  So I took his. It's pretty powerful, that's why I've kept hold of it, at least 'til I find something better. But I'm no necromancer, just plain old mage, a few healing powers and such.'

'I thought mages had to make their own staffs?'

Dane shook his head. 'No, we make wands, easy enough, but it takes a real craftsman to make a good staff. A mage charges the staff, according to his magic and some types of wood are better than others - like this one for necromancy as you said.  I've yet to find my ideal staff.'

'Tilda brought the two beers, large earthenware mugs filled to the brim, thick creamy froth dripping down the sides. Dane looked at his with delight, pushed one over to Amber, 'there, drink that, just what you need.'

He picked up the beer-mug, toasted her. 'To you Amber, you're really something.' He took a deep drink, wiped a satisfied mouth, watched her. 'Well? Good, isn't it?' The cornflower blue eyes beamed at her. 

She had to admit, the rich dark beer with the thick creamy froth was damn good, damn strong too.

Dane watched her, looked her over. She'd changed from her skimpy outfit, now wore dark red leggings and a crisp cotton shirt with wide sleeves, looked like a man's, the sort they called a poet shirt  A dark red leather jerkin was now laced tightly just under her bosom and  she wore chestnut brown sturdy-looking ankle boots on her feet. Not exactly normal female attire. But she suited it, or perhaps it suited her.

There was also a thick belt around her waist, bearing both short and long daggers.

'Coo,' he commented, 'wouldn't like to meet you down a dark alley,' pointing out her metal-ware.

'Never know who you're going to come across in these strange places,' she warned. She took a long gulp of the beer, finished it, shouted to 'Tilda, 'can we have another two of these, they're great!'' Tilda nodded, she'd been to the circus, had seen her, she too thought she was 'really something'. Soon came over with two more pints. Amber picked up her purse from her belt, made to pay. 

Dane stopped her. 'Hey, no, my treat, you were marvellous, want to pay something back.'

'Tilda stopped them both, 'nay, my treat, you were wonderful miss, one of the best things I've ever seen. Those daggers and all that twirling! Compliments of the house!' She nudged Dane, laughed, 'trust you to get to her first.' He was known as a bit of a philanderer.

He looked over at 'Tilda in her barmaid’s blouse. Normally his eyes were riveted on her, to put it mildly, ample assets. Couldn't help it, male hard-wired to such things. Tonight though, he glanced instead at the warm and sparkling female sitting across from him.  She didn’t wear low-cut clothing, her garb was more like a man’s and the knife-belt looked like she’d use it if necessary.  There didn't seem to be a comparison, yet, she glowed.

They both thanked 'Tilda, carried on talking, Dane now grinning at Amber over the top of his beer mug. Like her, his eyes sparkled. He sat back, took an appreciative sip of the beer. 'So, where are you from?' he asked. 'Tell me about yourself.'

She put her head on one side, seemed to study him, 'you first ...'

Dane looked surprised, women weren't usually curious about his past, preferred to talk about themselves, their sisters, their friends, the latest fashions and did he know there was a barn dance in Old Greendick's barn next Saturday? He appreciated her interest.

'Not much to tell, been on the road since I was eighteen, I'm twenty three. Spent my time doing odd jobs, gaining a little cash, moving on, you know, looking for fame and fortune.' He noticed she was watching him closely, bright open eyes looking into his. 'Do you know you have gold flecks in your beautiful eyes?' he asked.

She looked around, took a kerchief from her bag, wiped her eyes. 'Are they OK now?' she was quite sincere.

He shook his head laughing, 'I just meant they are beautiful, they shine, you're so full of life.'

She sat forward, ignoring the obvious flattery, 'you were saying, tell me, I'm interested.' She actually looked like she was. 

'Hmm, OK. For my sins I live here at the moment, work for a miserable quack in the village. At least his store of medicines has improved since I've been making them, as I said I'm a physician, with herbal as well as mage skills. I'm originally from the Isle of Glasse, nice quiet, peaceful place. At least it was.'

She looked up in surprise, she'd heard a little about the island's fateful history. 'Tell me ...' she questioned.

For a few moments he sat back in his chair, remembering that day, that last day... 
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Chapter 2
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Isle of Glasse, 5 years earlier.

'I'll be off then, mum,' he said, walking out of the small manor house with his fishing tackle in hand, grabbing a few apples and plums from the orchard. It was a beautiful morning, warm and sunny, a gentle wind in the air. Dane's mum looked pretty as usual, her tiny form always seemed to be wrapped in what looked like gossamer leaves, apple coloured today, floating in the breeze. She shimmied down from the tree she was tending, a few branches needed cutting or healing. 'What are you doing, mum?' He looked down at her, he was much taller than his mum. 'Don't hurt yourself, I could have done that for you.' He'd inherited his dryad mother's healing powers.

She just laughed. 'I've spent more time up trees than you've had breakfasts, my boy,' smiling up into his face. 'If you're going fishing, you'll need some lunch with you. Come back into the house for a moment.'

He followed her back into the big kitchen, aromatic with the smell of herbs and fresh bread.  She began cutting a large loaf, spread butter and cheese generously. 'There's some for Alven too, and some currant cakes.' She piled them with the plums and apples into a leather bag, 'and here ...' she handed him a small bottle. 'Keep you warm out at sea - don't go too far today - it will be choppy further out, I'm telling you, I don't like the look of it.' He promised her they wouldn't, she knew weather-lore extremely well. He gave her a kiss for the food, looked at the bottle: 'Llanetha's Plum Brandy', home-made, damn good stuff. He gave her another kiss.

'Now that will keep us warm, mum, lovely.' Blessed woman thought of everything. 

'What are you hoping for?' She meant the fish.

'Ah, a few mackerel will do, have them for tea tonight.'

'Mm mm, lovely, but you couldn't catch a nice bit of plaice or haddock for me could you? I find mackerel a bit strong-flavoured.' Beautiful green eyes smiled into his.

'I'll tell you what mum, I'll send an order down with my line shall I?' he chuckled. 'I'll do my best.' He bent to kiss her again. She smelled of honeysuckle and sandalwood, always some sweet perfume on her. He picked up his staff from the corner. If the fish wouldn't bite, he'd cheat a little, shoot a bit of electrum down.

As he left the garden, his mum clambered back up the oak tree in the centre, but he saw his father come out of the house. For one moment he stopped, watching them; his dad wandered under the tree, his strong mage arms held out. Heard him say, 'Hey, Llanetha honey, come down, darling, come on, the house is empty .... jump  ... I'll catch you!'

Dane turned away to go, smiling. He knew they always waited for their grown-up son to leave for the day, wanted a bit of privacy. It was probably time he moved out, but he didn't really feel ready yet. He chuckled to himself, wondering if they knew about the couple of wenches in the village who kept a warm bed for him too? 

He ran up the hill to meet his mate, Alven. 'Come on man, the gulls are calling. Have you got the cider?’  He shouted cheerily to him, as they wandered to the cove where they kept a small sail-boat.

*  
[image: ]


Amber straightened up. 'Haven't the Adammites taken it over? It's some kind of religious, male monastery now isn't it?'

'Yeah; HQ for their military too. Rotten bastards.'  He took a very large gulp of beer, wiped the sweet foam from his mouth. It was good beer but that froth got everywhere, he always ended up with a milky moustache. 'They overran my home, destroyed it. I wasn't there. I'd gone to see a friend up the hill, been fishing for the day. I saw them leaving when we came back - they were going over the island like locusts ... took everyone by surprise. 

They were on horseback and we were on foot. By the time we reached my parent's house they'd gone and it was too late. My father was a mage and my mother a dryad priestess, it couldn't have been easy, he was pretty powerful. The house was burning, I managed to get my mother outside, too late for my father, but he must have been dead before they torched the house. He was pretty good with ice magic - he was an elementalist - so it couldn't have burned otherwise.

My little mother had been raped and beaten, I mean, she was a dryad, for goodness' sake! She was tiny, delicate, they didn't give a damn. I did what I could for her, but she died that night, they'd really hurt her internally, beyond my abilities, at least at that time. The loss of my father too, I think it harmed her dryad soul, affected her mortally. I buried her under the one tree left standing - it's hard to burn down an oak - and I searched the ruins for whatever I could. I put my father's burnt remains beside her.'

He stopped for another swig of ale, then another. It was hard to talk like this, and he didn't really know why he was telling her. Nights out with wenches were usually just for a bit of fun and they told jokes and silly stories all evening until bed. But he carried on, she had asked. He saw she was watching him intently.

'There was little to find that wasn't burnt, but I had my staff with me and a good cloak, plus my fishing tackle. I spent the next couple of weeks hiding from the bastards, until I could get passage to the mainland. It was no good me trying to get revenge on them - there were too many, too well armed, it would have been suicide. I didn't see my mate again, I looked for him at the cove where we kept a small boat, but he and it had gone. I didn't blame him, Merrie only knows what he'd faced when he got home. 

This wasn't any kind of normal situation, it was life or death. 

I spoke to a few people who were left alive on the island; we were all running, hiding, trying to get away. These Adammites, as we learnt they called themselves, hated us all. The island once was a haven for mages and one of the last true dryad forests in the whole of Mer'edrynn. They'd deliberately targeted us, a peaceful, quiet, nature loving people. Kind people - I can vouch for that.  It was over before we knew what hit us and there was no possible way of retaliating.

All gone... Everywhere I went where they had been ... completely destroyed ... burnt bodies everywhere. 

I suppose it's a lesson in war ...  attack quickly while your enemy is unaware ...  before the enemy even realises there's an enemy.’

That's about it really, a few of us stuck together and hunted until we found a boat, made for the coast of Draconia, been bumming around since then. No one did anything about the Adammites and they seem to have kept the island as their own. They've expanded somewhat, or so I'm told. I've heard of atrocities down in Elvinhaeme, true or not, I've no idea.’

‘Any idea who they are?’ Amber interrupted him. 

‘Just people,’ he answered, shrugging his shoulders. ‘People like you and me, but we don’t want to go around murdering everyone.’ He continued his tale. ‘I went north, Draconia not exactly being a hospitable place, looking for a way to make a living, using what skills I have. I learnt elemental magic from my father and herbalism and medicine from my mother, the sum total of my education. Learnt a bit since, of course. I've been here a couple of years, working for the local so-called remedian, but he's crap. I have a little room upstairs here, pretty cheap.' He stopped and took a goodly drink, looked at her, 'go on, your turn now  ...'

The tavern hummed around them, beginning to be filled with pipe-leaf smoke as people lit up. It was a warm evening, many bodies squashed together and the fire banked up well, roaring in the corner, a little stifling. A hearth-fire stayed in all year, bad luck to let the oak log die out. The tables were rough deal and the floor was covered in sawdust, but the atmosphere was friendly. A young man with a fiddle stood to play, his multicoloured scarf gave him a harlequin air.

Amber drained her mug, proffered it to Dane. 'Can we have more beer?' He nodded, surely. More was brought. She sighed and studied for a while. 

Eventually, 'I'm truly sorry for what happened to your folks. But, Holy Merrie, that's like looking into a mirror, damn close to my own story. Actually, both my parents were mages. It happened, let's see, five years ago. I was sixteen, my sister Anaïs, fourteen.  She too was a mage, I was the disappointing, normal one. Small village, much like this, not that far away either, just nearer Shirewood.  

Big raid by the Alderfolk, you know, the wild people who live in the northern reaches of Shirewood, sort of cousins to the Bregantines. I think some of them are Outlaws too, or perhaps they accept outlaws into their society. They came every now and again to steal a few women, but I think they'd also had a bad winter. I remember how harsh it had been, so much snow. I think they were starving, but that's no excuse. 

My parents were at the forefront of the defence, they worked truly hard, but, same as your parents, just too many Alderfolk. They have some mage powers too, brought a special Aldervetch with them, she was casting spells as quickly as my parents could dispel them. They managed to kill everyone in the village apart from young girls. My parents were the last to go down, they'd simply run out of mana, they had nothing left. They did their best to protect me and my sister, but we were eventually taken. The last thing I saw was my parents with about a dozen arrows each in them. The Alderfolk took everything of value from our homes and every young female in the village.'

‘They sound as mindless as the Adammites. But, carry on, I’m interrupting you.’ Dane watched her closely; she was clearly a kindred spirit.

She heaved a long sigh and drank hard. 'I don't wish to talk about the year I was with them, deep in the forest of Shirewood. After a month or two I managed to help my sister get away - I haven't seen her since - and they, well, they punished me for it. I still bear scars on my back and legs. I vowed to escape, managing one night in spring, some months later. I eventually found a good road and followed it, but believe me, I was starving, I'd no hunting skills at the time, although I can shoot a bow reasonably well now, plus dagger skills of course.'  She stopped to briefly stare at Dane. 'Longshanks Circus came along one night and literally picked me up and took me off with them. They looked after me a while, they're not that bad as people go. But I'm now in hock to them, or so they say. The cost of feeding me, training me and looking after me when I had no skills ...' she explained. 'Now I'm trying to pay off that debt.’ She looked down sadly, drained her glass. More ale was brought.

Dane took her hand. 'I'm truly sorry, I know where you're coming from. I too know how bad life can be on the road, and I can take care of myself. Why don't you just leave - you're certainly strong enough now?'

'No, can't face the open road by myself, not after last time - better 'the devil you know' and all that ...' she replied hastily. She looked around at the bustling alehouse. 'When does this place close, no one seems to be leaving?'

'It's a party night, your circus is in town. The landlord'll close when he runs out of ale.' He sat back on the hard wooden settle. 'So both your parents were mages, that's interesting.  Don't you have any mage powers at all?'

She shook her head, 'no, not a mage bone in my body.'

Dane chuckled to himself, she’d walked into that one. Now there was something he could remedy any time ...  She saw him laughing, raised her eyebrows, and her beautiful eyes twinkled as she realised what she'd said. She gave him the 'oh, you men!' look.

He laughed back as their eyes met, sparkling. The inn was crowded now, getting too crowded, he could hardly hear her voice above the noise. ‘We could go up to my room, it’s quieter up there,’ he offered.

She laughed, ‘you’re a cool one Dane, I’ll say that for you. Some other time, I have to get back now I’m afraid.’ 

Yes, it had
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