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Glossary

for Claudia
Previously in The Kaerling series ...

The mission of the 4 companions is simple; to rescue Derri and Lally from the kaerlings.

Tracking the kaerlings is easy. Deciding how to rescue their friends is straightforward.

But, catching up with the kaerlings is anything but simple.

Otta and Erl promised to look after Derri, a young kaerling boy, but he has been reclaimed by his evil family.

Tari, a treu-priestess, is desperate to rescue her friend, Lally, from the clutches of the kaerling men.

Lored, a taku-kevir, is under orders to protect the sister he’s never met.

Assisted by Priestess Undine (who also goes by the name of Kimorka), the small band of companions sets out from Aura Vere. But they are unable to catch up with the kaerlings before they reach Port Hollis.

The four companions pay for passage on a ship bound for Kiros and bid farewell to Undine, who cannot leave the shores of Falnaboldu.

Unknown to the companions, Ashlar Slate, the King’s Assassin, is tracking them, intending on taking back the scrip that Tari carries and killing them all.

Year of the Unicorn Ascending

Leaf Fall

Port Hollis to Kiros
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Chapter One
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A light rain fell that softened and blurred the outlines of the hills on either side and completely obscured Port Rioga to the south. Regan felt the cool beads of moisture dampen his faded hair and settle gently on his face. The flagstones beneath his booted feet were slick and dark and the breeze, when it blew, was gentle, with a hint of coolness to it.

The man sighed, rocking back onto his heels; he had hoped for better news but was not surprised at his second in command's report.

“Do you think we could go inside, sir?” Stio grimaced and turned on his heel without waiting for permission.

Regan allowed himself a brief smile behind Stio's back. They had worked together for nearly twenty years, and, although Stio showed nothing but the utmost respect for Regan in front of the troops, they had a slightly more relaxed attitude when there were no underlings around.

“Afraid you'll melt?” Regan slammed the door shut, the wet wood resisting the final tug. “Bloody damp!”

Stio ducked beneath the low beams and sprawled on one of the chairs in front of the desk. Regan's office was a square room that accommodated a desk and two chairs. Regan's weapons, maps and war cloak adorned the walls, and the one window, now misted with droplets, looked south towards the Port.

“Ha!” The taller, younger man peered mournfully at the empty goblets on the desk.

“Too early, even for me,” Regan admitted. He no longer enjoyed drinking straight after breakfast. Besides, the reason he used to drink all day was now old, the memories faded, the pain simply a dull ache that nagged him only occasionally.

“Getting soft...” He thought he heard Stio mutter.

He glared at the younger soldier, momentarily envious of the sleek, tight muscles, the slim, tall frame, the curly hair and dark blue eyes, unfaded with age. “Sergeant Prionnteach,” he said sternly. “Something is amiss on the Isle of Kiros and we must set it right.”

Stio sat up straight, his dark eyes serious. “I agree, sir, but how? Why are the crops failing and the herds ailing? Why is there sickness amongst the people that cannot be cured?”

Regan bit his lip and sat in his broad chair, carved by the castle carpenter from a fallen oak the year he had been appointed as Captain of the Cathair. “When did the crops first start failing?”

Stio reached towards the stack of reports on the desk and leafed through them, his straight brows drawn together above his prominent nose. “Ah! Here! Farmers Conary and Patterson both reported blight mid-Lunasa and after that the reports came in steadily throughout the island of blight or mould.”

Regan took a deep breath. “And when did the herds first ail?”

Stio continued to rifle through the creased parchments. “Herd master Skelly reported unexplained miscarriages in the Fairsing Gort herd in mid-Lunasa and then Herd master Monahan reported the cattle in Uaine Ard and Bui Duilleog developing a cough around the same time.”

Regan exhaled slowly, his mind jumping to a conclusion he did not want to admit. “And the sickness amongst the people?”

Stio sagged in his chair. “All from mid-Lunasa, sir. And the main stream supplying the Cathair dried up around the same time too.” His dark blue eyes stared across the desk, realisation slowly dawning.

“And what happened mid-Lunasa?” It was a rhetorical question. The entire island of Kiros knew what happened, though no one talked about it.

“The White Hart was found slaughtered,” Stio said sombrely.

The two men looked at each other for a few minutes. “I wonder if anyone else has put two and two together and made five? Surely the bard, Comh, suspects something?” Regan groaned. “If only Rue was not in prison; she would be able to help us.”

“Can't you ask her?” Stio threw the reports back onto the desk in an untidy pile.

“I can, but I have no idea if the Prince Consort has the listening holes guarded or not. I cannot ask her anything that might incriminate her when she comes to trial.”

“If she comes to trial.” Stio's sun-kissed skin darkened in anger.

“Oh, she will come to trial,” Regan promised him. “Our men and those I know can be trusted are the only ones assigned to her; they will not betray her.”

Most of the men in his Cathaoir regiment had been treated by Rue, or members of their families had been cured by the herb woman in the past. Some, such as Stio, were distantly related to her. Blood-ties ran deep in Kiros, deeper than loyalty to the Prince Consort.

“If only old King Toradh hadn't let Raith marry Fuar.” Stio ground his teeth. “We wouldn't be in the state we are now.”

“We have no evidence Prince Fuar is behind all this, though my guts tell me he is.” Regan warned.

“Then we find the evidence and...”

“And what?” Regan raised his eyebrows, wishing he still had the fire of youth in his veins. “And accuse the Prince Consort of what?”

Stio slammed his long-fingered hands down on the desk. “I don't know! But we have to do something! Rue may not last the winter in prison.”

Regan agreed. The families of the soldiers had provided the imprisoned herb woman with thick, winter clothes, woollen blankets and plain woven wall hangings to keep out the drafts. All her food was prepared and delivered by the Cathaoir regiment to stop Prince Fuar from poisoning her. But the woman was no longer young. If only the breitheamh was stronger, but the man, though well respected on Kiros, was dependant on the throne for his position. If he upset the Prince Consort, he would lose his position and maybe his life.

“We must inspect the regiment.” Regan rose to his feet. “We'll meet again, with Rafferty, to discuss how we can get a fair trial for Rue.”

The two men passed out of Regan's office and descended the narrow stairs to the wide courtyard behind the main gates of the Cathair. Men at arms guarded the metal gates which were open to receive tithes from one of the island's twelve regions. Servants hurried in and out of doors and up and down the stone steps leading to the second storey. The stewards of the kitchens and supply rooms tallied the tithes as they arrived. On the opposite side, the barracks, armoury and stables swarmed with life as soldiers rode out to manoeuvres at North Fields.

Regan and Stio wove between the busy crowds, heading for the second set of gates opposite the main gates, in the north wall. These were also open, allowing access through the short tunnel into the castle proper. Here were the training yards where at least one of the four regiments stationed at the Cathair would train during daylight hours. Regan's Cathaoir regiment were being put through their paces by his Master-At-Arms. Seamus would have been fighting to this day, had not a pirate's poisoned arrow taken the strength from his right leg. Rue had saved Seamus's life and his leg, but the muscle had withered and he walked with a limp.

The two men watched in silence as the soldiers drilled; broadsword and dagger techniques were being honed that day. Above them rose the administration offices, together with the quarters for the Kirridian clerics and royal servants. When the sun shone, this part of the castle glittered with light due to the sealed glass lattice work. The rain today was a damp annoyance and the flagstones underfoot were treacherous. Regan noted with pride that none of his men slipped as they lunged forwards and backwards in the dance of wooden staves.

Regan's mind wandered and he watched his men with unseeing eyes. Something Moira, one of the Queen's maids had mentioned recently came back to him. Something about making Raith smile... What did the Queen enjoy most? Horses and the annual horse fair. What if...? It was too early for the fair, but there was nothing to stop Capall's horse traders bringing several beasts for the Queen and Prince Consort to look at.

“Where will Capall and his fellows be now?” He asked Stio, over the sound of wood striking wood.

The tall man shrugged, his lips turning down in a grimace. “Port Ina, perhaps. I can find out. Why?”

“They might be able to help us sort out the issue of Rue's imprisonment, if her trial, when it comes, goes awry.”

Stio's face brightened. “They're cunning and crafty, I'm surprised you didn't think of them before!”

Regan glared at his second in command and then grinned. “How soon could you summon them?”

“I've got men at Port Ina right now; they reported pirates to the north, but so far, none have ventured near Kiros.”

“They bloody well better not!” The Kirridians hated pirates who took what was not theirs and put the rest to sword and flame.

“They'll know if Capall's traders are at the Port and if not, they can search for them.”

“Tell your messengers that Capall and his men are to bring just three horses with them under the pretence that they're a sample of what the Queen can expect to see at the winter horse fair.”

“It is done!” Stio stood to attention, saluted smartly and set off briskly back to the barracks.

With a lighter heart, Regan continued watching Seamus drill the men.
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Chapter Two
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Otta heard wood squeaking against wood. Around her, beams contracted and groaned. Something outside thumped against the wooden wall at her head with regular monotony, making her skull ache. The darkness was red-black and flickered with fluctuating light.

The air she breathed stank of fish, sweat, vomit and excrement and her lips tasted of salt and bile. Her body was bruised as though she had been fighting a kaerling for an entire day; every muscle screamed with tightness and pain and her stomach felt empty. Empty was good, she told herself.

Across the room she heard a groan and someone retched. Not again! What did he have left to throw up? She thought about lifting her hands to her ears to block out the noise but her arms felt too heavy and for some reason, her body did not respond. The sounds of vomiting ceased and the sharp stink of bile made her gag convulsively.

Otta swallowed hard, feeling how rough and sore her mouth and throat were. For the first time in hours, she wasn't feeling nauseous. Did that mean she was over the sickness that had suddenly assailed her?

Her narrow bunk lurched suddenly and she felt as though she might fall out. But the plank at the side kept her from tipping onto the floor. Her stomach curdled as the room righted itself and she concentrated on not feeling sick. Tentatively, she opened her eyes.

Bright sunlight poured in through the porthole to her right, illuminating a mess of vomit on the wooden floor and two buckets; one by her bunk, the other next to the bunk opposite. The light lanced through her eyes, stabbing into her head, inflaming the nausea once again and she lent towards the nearest bucket.

Most of the vomit found its way into the vessel. It was thin, brown bile mainly, that left her mouth feeling raw and her throat thick with phlegm. She lay back on her bunk panting and heard herself groan. She half-closed her eyes; the headache disappeared and the nausea receded.

“What is wrong with me?” She asked the warped boards of the bunk above her.

“It's called seasickness.” The voice that replied was rough but weak.

Otta resisted the temptation to fully open her eyes and felt a flicker of glee that Lored, the mighty taku-kevir of the great Olin Heon, was suffering as badly as she.

“What causes it?” Otta's tired mind was already running through remedies that might help them.

“There is no cure.” Lored sighed wearily. “There is only prevention.”

Otta's thoughts swirled slowly. “Why don't the others have it?”

A pause, before Lored spoke again. “Some people are more susceptible to seasickness than others.”

There was something he wasn't telling her. As much as she distrusted the taku-kevir, Otta needed to know why he and she were suffering, and the other two weren't. Was there a weakness in them... “Neither Erl or Tari have power, do they?”

She thought she heard Lored chuckle quietly and nearly glanced over at his bunk. She stopped herself in time.

“No, they don't.” He cleared his throat.

Otta felt a sinking sensation in her stomach. “How many more days of this do we have to endure before we reach Kiros?”

Before Lored could answer, the cabin door opened, bringing with it scents of seaweed and sweaty bodies. Otta swallowed convulsively; she would not throw up in front of Tari or Erl.

“Oh, dear!” Tari's voice was quiet and compassionate.

As much as she despised the treu-priestess, Otta was grateful for her ministrations. The girl had already cleared up vomit and other mess twice that day. Otta could not remember being this ill before; not with her monthly courses or food poisoning or... The nausea increased at those thoughts and she pushed them hurriedly from her mind.

She kept her eyes half-closed, knowing she would throw up if she opened them wide. She could feel her tall twin's presence in the cabin, even though he hadn't spoken aloud. It was an effort for Otta to speak with him silently, but she responded when he gently queried her health in their mind-to-mind speech.

I feel dreadful.

“Here, Tari.” Erl spoke aloud, but quietly. “I'll take the buckets out, if you clean the floor. I'll bring you fresh water when you've finished, to wash them.”

Otta hated feeling helpless but there was nothing she could do. She and Lored were totally reliant on her brother and Tari. She heard Erl leave the room and sounds of scrubbing filled the air. What a lowly job for a treu-priestess to do, Otta thought idly. She was not certain she would do the same if their roles were reversed.

The stink of vomit receded slightly as the smell of salty water and damp planks filled the air. Lored asked a question of Tari, his voice pitched too low for Otta to hear clearly. Tari whispered back to him, a hint of nervousness in the girl's words. Otta smiled inwardly. The girl was frightened of everyone, except Erl. And Undine. But Undine had left them. Otta still wasn't sure why, but she was relieved. The priestess had possessed power that rivalled Otta's. Lored's power was still a threat, but while he lay as sick, she did not fear him.

Otta was aware of Erl returning the empty, cleaned buckets and shortly after that he brought fresh drinking water to the cabin. Tari gently wiped Otta's face with a rag that only smelt slightly of fish and then helped her drink the tepid water from a jug. The scent of fish made Otta's stomach clench but she managed to hold the nausea down and closed her eyes tightly.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

Even with her eyes shut, Otta could sense Tari's surprise.

“Try and rest,” the young woman said softly. Otta heard her step across the cabin to Lored.

The tall, lean presence of her twin standing in the doorway filled her mind. What is it? She asked silently.

“Captain Scolb says we have a good following wind.” Erl spoke aloud, so the others could hear him. “He thinks, that if the wind stays strong, we should make Port Rioga by evening in two days time.”

Otta stifled a groan. “What's the time now?”

“Noon. And it's a beautiful day outside. I think you'd both feel better if you came up on deck.”

“No!” Lored coughed spasmodically. “Thank you, but no. It's better if we lie here...”

Otta, for once, agreed with him. The thought of sitting up and trying to navigate the slanting floors and... She spoke sternly to her stomach as nausea threatened once more.

“Are you sure we can't get you anything to eat?” Tari asked.

Otta groaned and shook her head.

“We'll try some bread, soaked in water this evening.” Lored grunted. “Until then, we just need water to drink.”

Otta heard the cabin door close and sighed with relief. She hadn't thrown up in front of the others. It was bad enough having to vomit in front of Lored, but, as he was suffering from the same affliction, she didn't feel quite so embarrassed.

“Do you think the Captain's right?” she whispered.

“It depends on the weather, but if we continue to have a strong following wind, we'll get to Port Rioga by sunset the day after tomorrow.”

“How are we going to survive?” She felt thoroughly miserable at the thought of more  nausea, vomiting and weakness.

“By being
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