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For Harry Williamson, who always said I should be a writer. Finally, Granddad.
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When the new power rises and the Wizard and Warrior meet, 

old and new blood will combine to save one and all.

––––––––
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THE ELDERLY MAN GAZED into the ﬁre, his eyes drawn to the ship he watched leaving Bannock Harbour. He continued to watch until it was well on its way out to sea, then rose slowly, rubbing his aching back. ‘So it begins,’ he thought to himself. ‘And a good thing too, as there is none with the skill to follow me as High Seer. So none but I have the learning to pass on to the Wizard and Warrior that they will need to defeat their enemy. I just hope they make it here in good time.’ 

He looked up as his apprentice opened the door. ‘Eon, please advise the Council I need to be heard.’ 

‘The signs were correct? It is time?’ his apprentice asked, his eyes gleaming with excitement.

‘Yes,’ the Seer said with less enthusiasm. ‘It is time. Come now, we have much to do and little time in which to do it.’
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Chapter One: Escape
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Aliah counted slowly to twenty before she slipped off the bed and tiptoed to the door, reluctantly passing the bread and cheese the boy had left on the wooden table in the middle of her cabin. Her hunger would have to wait. The ship rolled as she neared the door, throwing her off-balance and hip-first into the table. Biting back a yelp, she waited for another count of twenty to see if anyone heard the bang before trying the door handle. 

The boy had been getting lazy and these last few days had not locked the door in between bringing her food and taking the empty plates away. Fortunately he had not changed his habits even though they were in port. Perhaps the excitement of being able to leave the ship after a six day at sea had prevented him from realising the opportunity he had presented to his captain’s valuable cargo. 

Looking down the corridor the only hint of other people on board was the hustle and bustle of sailors working on deck. She quickly grabbed her cloak off the sea chest and put it on. Then, without a moment to lose, continued her silent exit from the cabin that had been her prison for the last four days.

Hesitating for a moment at the end of the corridor, she peeked around the corner to see if there was anyone in the galley before darting quickly past the entrance. She halted again by some barrels near the foredeck stairs. Did she have a better chance of escape by heading up the stairs and hoping that everyone was too busy unloading cargo to notice her? Or was she best to try and stow away in the cargo hold and hope to be unloaded? No, too many sailors would be working there, she might be spotted. Best she take her chances in amongst the cargo on deck.

Aliah crept up the stairs on hands and knees. At the top, she stuck her head above the opening to get an idea of her next move. Ducking quickly back into the shadows at the side, she held her breath as footsteps approached hoping no one had seen her. The footsteps passed and she slowly let out her breath. Taking another look, she confirmed there was a stack of barrels about ten paces away, which were about another ten paces from the gangplank. If she could make it to the barrels she might be able to blend in with the sailors carrying cargo to the dock. She looked down at her blue gown and dainty white shoes; well, maybe if she weren’t dressed for attending a state dinner. 

Quickly, she crawled back down the stairs and moved aft towards the crew quarters. The ship boy was about her size. Surely she could find something to wear from his clothes. The sound of singing ahead halted her progress and she tried the door behind her. 

Fortunately it was open and she slipped silently inside just before the cook passed on his way back to the galley. Luck must really have been on Aliah’s side as she had stumbled into the first mate’s cabin and he must have come in earlier to lay out clean clothes for shore leave. Even more fortunately he was not a tall man. 

Aliah managed to change quickly, tucking in the rough shirt and rolling the trousers to ﬁt. 

There were no socks to wear with the boots under the bed so she tore her petticoats and wrapped bandages around her feet. With her make-do footwear the boots were considerably more snug on her feet. She then tucked her plait of blonde hair down the back collar of the shirt to ensure it would not get in the way, or immediately alert anyone to the fact she was a girl. She grabbed his spare cap and jammed it onto her head. Finally she laid out her own clothing on the bed as a bit of a joke, chuckling to herself as she imagined the first mate actually wearing her dress. ‘Ready?’ Taking a deep breath she moved to leave, then stopped.

There, behind the door, was her sword still in its scabbard with its blue jewelled hilt sticking out the top. She quickly grabbed one of her most prized possessions and tied its belt around her waist. Catching sight of her cloak she decided to take it with her, and swung it over her shoulders. Who knew what it might come in handy for?

Just as she was ready to leave, the door of the cabin began to open. Ducking in behind it she cursed herself for leaving her dress in full view on the bed. Well, it was too late now. The first mate started to enter the room then stopped. He must have spotted the dress. 

‘Sound the alarm!’ The door crashed closed as he ran out yelling for all to hear. From her position behind the door she could hear footsteps run down the hall and then the door opened again. Aliah was crushed against the wall as the first mate showed his bed to someone.

‘She’s only gone and blimmin stolen my clothes,’ He complained to whoever he was showing her dress to.

‘Well, you had best tell the captain,’ the cook told him. ‘Rather you than me.’ He chuckled as he walked away.

The door closed again and Aliah let her breath slowly out. What should she do now? They would surely be on the lookout for her. She had to try and get off the ship. She may not get another chance before they reached their final destination. Aliah made it back to the stairs with no further mishaps, and silently crawled back into position on the second to last tread listening to see what was now happening on deck.

‘But, Captain, we should search for her.’ Near the opening the first mate was pleading with the captain.

‘The men are busy loading and unloading cargo, Jenkins. That is where our real money is. We are not being paid enough for delivering her to make me change that. Besides, she can only get off the ship down a gangplank and we can see it from here. We will have plenty of time to stop her if she tries anything, and if she doesn’t, then we can search for her when we are back at sea.’ Turning away, the captain watched as his men hauled another load of cargo up from the hold.

‘And, Jenkins, get some men to move those.’ He pointed to the barrels Aliah had been planning to use for cover. ‘We need to have them off now. I don’t care if the fellow what paid for them is not ready to pick them up yet. I want to be off at the turn of the tide regardless,’ The captain blustered. 

‘But, sir, if we unload them onto the docks they are bound to go missing. And the chap what bought them, he only paid us half up front. Can’t see him paying up what’s owed if he can’t get his wine,’ argued the first mate. 

‘Well ... well send the boy to see if he can’t find him hanging around the docks,’ countered the captain.

‘I’ve already sent him looking for that blasted girl, sir.’

‘Of course you have. Can’t wait ‘til we be rid of her next stop. Well, you have your orders Jenkins, I’ve got to check in with the quartermaster. Only two candle-marks ‘til the tide turns and I want to be off then. Cannot make any money waiting round here!’

The captain strode off, but the first mate did not move away.  He stood there mumbling about stolen clothes and grumping about not getting shore leave. Holding her breath she willed him to go about his business. In spite of her mental urgings he stood there for what seemed like an eternity muttering under his breath until, finally, he shouted, ‘Hey, boy,’ and his boots made a clipping sound on the deck as he walked away to do as the captain bid. 

Aliah popped her head above deck level. As luck would have it, apart from the first mate talking to the ship’s boy there was no one else on deck. ‘It’s now or never.’ She launched herself towards the gangplank, deciding at the last minute to throw away her previous plan and make a full break for it.

Running as fast as her legs would carry her Aliah dashed for the gangplank, and was halfway down it before an astonished Jenkins yelled, ‘Hey. Hey. Stop her.’ 

Just at that very moment a sailor carrying a sack of ﬂour over each shoulder stepped onto the gangplank right in front of Aliah.  ‘Stop,’ yelled the first mate. The sailor in front of Aliah hesitated for a moment, undecided whether to look after the ﬂour sacks on his shoulder or grab her. Aliah took her chances, dodging left then right past the large man, and leaping the last few steps onto the wharf.  

Another sailor following his fellow crewmate grabbed her cloak and threw her to the ground. He tried to hold her down, but Aliah kicked out hitting his arm and rolled away. Scrabbling to her feet she faced the two sailors.  They walked towards her and as she backed away she looked for something, anything, to help her. There was nothing. She drew her sword and swung at the arm of the man on the right. He was not quick enough to move away and the blade made an angry red slash down his arm. He took a step back to examine the damage.

‘You’ll pay for that girl!’ The other sailor growled as he went to grab her. But Aliah’s training had been thorough and as he moved forward she swung back around and he had a matching slash on his arm. Using her momentum she dodged through the gap between the two injured men and began running towards the warehouses at the far end of the harbour. 

Standing on her bed as they had entered the harbour, Aliah had seen the warehouses at the end of the docks through her cabin porthole. Beyond that, she could just make out the buildings of the main town. It was towards those warehouses she headed now, hoping to make it to the town and get herself lost in the crowds. Weaving in and out of the hustle and bustle of the docks her captors struggled to catch up to her. 

Three other ships were in port so there were plenty people working and milling around. Some were loading and unloading cargo, others were chatting to sailors, and there were a few passengers with their luggage waiting to be helped aboard. With so many people it was easy for Aliah to evade her pursuers. Ducking behind one of the carts Aliah found herself face to face with the first mate.

‘Thought you could get away from me you little sneak thief?’ Snarling, he made a grab for her. There was no room for her to use her sword, so she went limp as he grabbed her cloak. Believing he had the best of her, Jenkins pulled the girl in close. That was what she had been waiting for. With all her force she brought her knee up and Jenkins fell to the ground, his face a picture of pain. But he still held her cloak.

A shout from behind told her they had been spotted, so she quickly undid the cloak and dropped it over the first mate. Sheathing her sword she took off again through the crowd. When she was sure her pursuers could no longer see her, she slipped into a doorway of a warehouse and hunkered down behind what looked like—and certainly smelt like—bales of wool. It was as good as any place to hide until her captors tired of looking and returned to the ship to catch the turning tide. 

What seemed like more than two candle marks later she could still hear sailors questioning people whether they had seen a boy in too large clothing, might even look a bit girl-like? But no, no one had seen anyone of that description. If the docks were not so busy they could have found her hiding place by following the noise of her rumbling stomach. If only she had taken the time to eat some of the midday meal that she had so casually crept passed earlier. Aliah stayed in her uncomfortable hiding spot trying not to notice how hungry she was and wondered how long it would be before she could actually leave. 

Finally the sun started to set, and the docks quietened down. She crept from her hiding place, needing to move before the warehouse was locked for the night. Surely the ship would have left port by now and she would be safe to leave. Poking her head around the door she drew back quickly. The ship was still there. And what’s more they had posted lookouts on the deck. She would be an easy target walking along the deserted docks. 

‘Yep, they still be looking for you lad.’ Aliah swung round, coming face to face with a white bearded man sitting on a stool in the shadows on the other side of the door. ‘They must want you something bad to miss the tide like that.’

Dumbfounded, Aliah just stared at the man with her mouth open. 

‘Paid your parents for you did they? And you decided the sea not the life for you I s’pect.’ The man nodded wisely at her, and Aliah nodded in return, too scared to actually tell him the truth. ‘Ah, well.’ The man rose from his stool, putting down the rope he was mending. ‘You ain’t the first and I s’pect you won’t be the last, and it were many a long year ago I did the same.’ He stretched out his back, then reached up and closed the warehouse door, leaving Aliah in the dark. 

‘Well, I best be heading home now. Out THE BACK DOOR, which is always open. Don’t s’pose I would even notice if anyone went through it afore me.’ He picked up his stool and rope, heading for the lean too beside the door. 

Astonished, it was a moment before Aliah took the hint and headed to the opposite end of the warehouse. Fortunately most of the stock appeared to be wool bales as she caught her shins on them more than once in the half-light as she headed towards the back door. At the other end she began looking for a latch. Finally her fingers found what seemed to be a handle. She grabbed hold of it and pushed the door out, nearly falling into the alleyway. 

A quick look both ways showed her it was deserted. Without further hesitation she ran up the paved street in the opposite direction from the docks hoping she was heading into the centre of town. It was glorious to be free after so long.
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Chapter Two: Port Marden
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Seamus had been coming to Port Marden two or three times a year with his parents for as long as he could remember. So he knew the town well. Unfortunately that meant many people in the town knew him too. For this reason he kept to the back streets as he wandered, hoping he would not be easily recognised.  

As he got closer to the markets the cobbled streets widened and the houses were larger and more prosperous looking. While many were still made of stone, some had second stories added made of wood and plaster. Many of these overhung the street, making a rough sort of cover. 

Where the back streets had been quiet, those around the market were busier. The number of people increased. They were mainly traders carrying their unsold goods home to their waiting families. He kept his cap down but nodded to people he passed so as not to seem unfriendly. If people thought him unfriendly they may remember him later, then his parents might hear he was wandering around by himself.

As he walked his mind ticked over. He needed time to himself because he needed to think. He needed to decide what to do. And he needed to decide soon because things were getting out of control.

‘Things.’ He laughed to himself.  ‘Me. I am getting out of control.’ 

Seamus replayed the scene from that afternoon in his head. When his brother had barged into his room to hide, Seamus’ fright sent the books on his desk flying towards the opening door. Fortunately he lunged to the desk before his brother realised it had not been possible for him to throw the books from where he had been standing. From his brother’s reaction he had managed to hide what had really happened. This time.

For the last few years those incidents had been increasing. The type of incidents where he could move things without touching them. In some areas of the country, like the Southern Duchy, having magic would be cause for celebration. But on the Island of Hand magic was forbidden. 

So far he had managed to hide his growing talent, but recently there were more incidents where things had just happened as he thought them into being. He knew he could not go on the way things were. But what to do?

If he stayed on Hand he would have to undergo the process of quietening. His magic would be silenced forever. He was not sure he really wanted that. Magic was part of him. If he decided not to be quietened then he needed to leave and find someone to help him control his magic. Of course he could go to the school in the Wizard Isles and be trained as a full wizard. But that would mean never returning to Hand. What he really would like to do is find someone who could help him control and hide his magic so he could return home and no one would be any the wiser.

His wandering had brought Seamus close to the market square. Many of the buildings he passed were shops. Most of them were closing as their owners headed upstairs to spend the evening with their families. He stopped on the edge of the square. Directly across from him was The West Way, the main road out of Port Marden. It joined the main road along the coast towards the capital, Bannock. If he decided to leave at this time on a market day he should be able to blend in with the farmers and landowners leaving town. That way he would not be noticed by the guards. 

The stallholders in the market were packing up and chatting to passers-by, trying to make a last minute sale so as not to have to carry their goods home. He would have to be careful as he went through as many of them might remember having seen him with his parents and would remember his being there. Then they would be able to tell those who came looking for him later that he had passed through. He needed some sort of disguise to blend in.

He decided to take a turn round the square before returning home. Startled by shouting, he stopped by a half-dismantled stall. At the bread stall across the way it looked as though the baker had taken pity on a boy and was giving him one of the loaves he had not sold that day. But that was not the cause of the disturbance. On the other side of the square were three sailors running and yelling at the boy—or maybe the baker—it was hard to tell which.

The boy looked towards the sailors, his eyes were wide with fear. The baker held on to the loaf and turned towards the sailors, his mouth open as if he was about to speak. 

Seamus moved fast. He focused on the crates in front of the sailors, pointing to where he wanted them to be. They wobbled, then toppled with a loud crash and scattered across their path. The unsuspecting sailors tripped over the crates and fell to the ground in a tangle of arms and legs.

Seamus ran into the square, grabbed the boy’s hand, and the loaf of bread, and started running towards The West Way. Dodging around carts and people they came face to face with another group of sailors. Seamus spun around, but the first group had untangled themselves and where coming up behind them. Out of the corner of his eye the baker was talking to two guards and pointing their way. Looking around and spotting a gap, he dragged the boy between two stalls then down the alley behind.

‘Wait,’ the boy gasped. ‘We’ll be trapped.’

‘Trust me.’ Seamus pulled the boy through a line of washing, then ducked in behind a cart parked in the yard behind. He had often carried his mother’s gowns here when she came to see the laundress.

Listening, he waited until the footsteps had passed, then pulled the boy back out the way they came and down the alley. As they entered the market, shouts from behind told him the sailors had spotted them and were back on the chase. He headed towards The West Way, running past the astonished guardsmen.

‘Halt. Halt you there!’

Seamus had no intention of halting. He had used magic in public. He no longer had time to think about what to do in the future. The future was here, and it appeared it was time for him to leave Port Marden. He ran, pulling the boy behind him, until they joined the throng of farmers leaving the town after market day.

Now the best camouflage was to appear like everyone else, so he slowed down and took a quick look behind. He could not see anyone in pursuit. They ducked in behind a farmer‘s wagon for extra cover. Satisfied they now blended in with the crowd, he relaxed and started breathing normally.

‘Can I have my hand back now?’ A voice interrupted. ‘I really am very hungry!’

Embarrassed, Seamus realised he still held the young boy’s hand. He dropped it like a hot brick, and his face flushed red. Belatedly he also realised that he had no way of knowing whether the baker was indeed giving the bread to the boy, or taking it back because it had been stolen.

‘Look here,’ he said to the boy. ‘I don’t know what that was all about, but I hope you haven’t gotten me into any trouble. All I want is to get out of town.’

The boy frowned at him, and hitched the long bundle he was carrying in a blanket a bit closer. ‘I did not ask you to help me! Anyway, I don‘t know why, but those sailors have been following me all day. Something about a boy who skipped ship. All I want is to get out of here and head home as well. Now I don’t know if I can because the sailors might make trouble for me, and if I don‘t get home my family will be worried.’ Seamus could see the boy’s blue eyes were brimming with tears in the shadow of his cap.

Seamus bit his lip, thinking. ‘If you promise you are not in any trouble, then I might be able to help. Maybe it might be an idea to team up for a bit?’ He took a breath and continued. ‘The sailors are looking for a boy by himself, and not two boys together. Us leaving together may confuse them for a while.’ In his head he added, And it will help me at the same time because my parents will be asking questions about a boy leaving town by himself as well.

The boy looked at him skeptically then his blue eyes twinkling almost in mischief. ‘Fine. But can I have my bread back? I have not eaten since I broke fast this morning.’

Seamus had entirely forgotten that he still held the loaf and rather sheepishly handed it over. The boy broke it in half and offered half back to Seamus, who took it and began to eat. He did not know when he would get a chance to buy food on his journey so he had best eat when he could. 

They shuffled with the crowd towards the gate in companionable silence, eating their bread and discretely looking about them for anyone following. Soon the traffic slowed almost to a halt as they approached the gate.

‘What’s going on?’ Grumbled the woman behind them, trying to peer past. ‘I have a long way to get home and these baskets aren’t getting any lighter.’

‘There‘s a hold-up at the gate,’ came an answer from the farmer leading the cart in front of the boys. ‘Guards must be checking for someone.’

Thinking fast Seamus shuffled so that he was beside the woman who had complained. She was carrying two baskets, one on top of the other, each half full of fruit or vegetables. Although her arms wrapped quite comfortably around the bottom basket, her head could barely see over the top. 

‘We sold all our goods today, perhaps we can help you carry yours for a while?’ He tried his best to look like he genuinely wanted to help.

‘You’ll not be tricking me that easily young man,’ the woman snapped back, her head looking around the baskets to glare at Seamus and his companion.

‘I meant only to offer help,’ Seamus said. ‘Anyway, we could not run away with a basket in this crowd even if that was what we had planned. We are squeezed way too tight, and the guards would spot us. We have had a good day and I only meant to share our good luck.’

The woman looked with questioning brown eyes at Seamus, obviously still not quite sure whether to trust him. ‘I am not certain you are telling the whole truth, but I believe your kindness may be genuine. I am sorry I snapped young man, I am not used to people offering me help. If you and your brother would take the top basket for me, that would make my life a little easier.’ Her back straightened a little as Seamus took the top basket down, then he and the boy took a handle each. Finally the other boy put his own strange bundle on top and they were ready to shuffle forward with the rest of the crowd. 

Seamus adjusted his arm to account for the slightly shorter boy and they fell into pace beside the woman. She was dressed the same as many of the farm women at the market in a plain dark dress and her dark hair was caught beneath a scarf.  At a guess Seamus thought she would be a little older than his own mother, and about the same height. Which meant she barely come up to his own shoulder. As she stared back at him, Seamus began talking as if he were with the woman.

‘Your produce looks good,’ he started. ‘How come you are bringing so much home?’

‘Mind your own business!’ the woman snapped back. The look on Seamus’ face must have softened her heart a little. ‘Look, it’s for reasons you best not know, young man. Carry that basket through the gates for me though, and you and your brother can fill your pocket’s with whatever you can fit, for I do appreciate your help.’

‘Thank you ma’am.’ Seamus smiled his most charming smile. He only had the clothes on his back, his table knife, and a few coins in his pocket, so every penny he saved on food would make his journey a little easier.

#
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‘What are your names?’ the woman asked as they drew closer to the gate.

‘Sean.’ The boy who had saved her from the sailors said. ‘Ali,’ Aliah mumbled.

‘I am Amelia.’ The woman smiled for the first time. ‘Now do you want to tell me why the guards up there are looking for one or both of you?’ Amelia raised an eyebrow.

‘Ah ...’ Sean started, but Aliah rushed in whispering, ‘It’s me ma’am. I skipped ship today and some sailors have been looking for me.’ When the old man in the warehouse had believed she was a boy jumping ship she had decided then and there that he had provided her with a great cover story, one that people in a port town would understand. So she ignored Sean’s shocked look as he reacted to the fact she had lied to him less than a half candle-mark ago.

She had already tried her story out when she sold her cloak, her necklace, and the first mate’s clothes and boots for something more her size. The owner of the second hand clothes stall had been sympathetic, saying that his nephew had been in a similar situation once. He could not do enough to help her, and had even offered to buy her sword, assuming it was stolen like the rest of her goods.

‘No, thank you,’ Aliah said as gruffly as she could. ‘I might need it on the road home.’ The stall owner had agreed that might be wise, and even given her a length of old blanket to wrap it in until she was safely out of town. Her story gained her some sympathy with the towns folk, so she was a little surprised at Amelia’s response.

‘Sorry, lad, it is not that I doubt your story, but the duke’s soldiers do not come out looking for a ship boy escaping his bond. You got a better tale young man? Best be quick as we are nearly at the gate.’

Aliah looked at Sean as he pulled his cap down lower on his head, almost hiding his nearly black eyes. She suddenly remembered the boxes that had moved seemingly by themselves in the market place. ‘You,’ she said. ‘They’re looking for you! Because of the boxes.’

‘Boxes?’ Amelia asked. ‘What boxes?’

‘He made the boxes move. In the marketplace,’ Aliah blurted out and the boy on the other side of the basket turned red—not an easy task considering his dark complexion. It confirmed her suspicions, although he tried to pretend otherwise. 

‘Did not,’ he mumbled. 

Aliah did not know whether to be annoyed her escape might be thwarted by someone else running from the authorities, or relieved that the soldiers were not looking for her, or thankful he had saved her in the marketplace.

‘Ah,’ Amelia said. ‘A budding wizard, that might be worth risking my hide for. Stay close by and let me do the talking. Then you can tell me the truth of the matter when we set camp for the night.’

Camp for the night? Aliah thought. I shall be long gone by then.

She and her companion fell in behind the woman as they approached the gate. ‘Good evening to you,’ Amelia said to the soldier who stopped them. ‘We had little luck at the markets today and have a long walk home. Will you be keeping us much longer?’

‘Have you seen a young man traveling by himself?’ the soldier asked. ‘He would be about the age of your eldest, but in better clothes and a might more refined looking?’

‘Can’t say that I have,’ Amelia answered. ‘Mind you, it would be hard to tell in this crowd!’

‘That it is,’ the soldier responded. ‘But we have orders to look anyway. I will need your boys to stand aside until the captain gets here. He needs to check all boys around a certain age. You can go through and wait for them on the other side.’ 

Amelia relieved them of their basket as Aliah and the boy Sean were grabbed roughly by the arm and pulled to the right of the gate where two other boys awaited the captain’s visit.

‘Next waiting.’ The guard had already moved on and their new friend Amelia had no choice but to go through the gate.

‘We can’t wait here,’ Sean whispered to her. He was gnawing at his lip.

‘I don’t see we have any choice,’ Aliah whispered back.

Sean suddenly stopped chewing his lip and half-smiled. ‘I think I have an idea. Play along.’

‘Oww,’ he groaned and doubled over. ‘Oww, me stomach. I think I need a privy. Fast.’

Aliah bent over him looking concerned, then looked at the guard. ‘Oh, dear. We have had the flux in our village. Looks like Sean might have it. Is there a privy near?’

The two guards looked at each other. Reluctantly the younger one moved towards them. ‘Right, come this way. There is a privy in the guardroom. But be quick.’

He took them under the gate arch and showed them the door to the guard’s rooms. ‘Go up one flight and the privy is on the first floor. Be quick.’

Sean groaned again. ‘We will, sir. And thank you.’ Aliah grabbed Sean’s arm and helped him through the door. They headed up the stairs. On the first landing she went to take him through as the guard had directed, but he stopped her. 

‘Keep going up,’ he whispered. 

Up two more flights of steep stairs they came out along the top of the gates. Checking to make sure there were no guards up there watching, Sean started crawling along the ramparts to the left side gate tower. Aliah followed. He led her into the other tower, down the steps to the ground floor and into an empty room. The room had a barred door through the outer wall.

‘Help me with this,’ Seamus ordered, and began to lift the bar. He gestured to Aliah to open the door while he held the wooden bar up. He then had her squeeze through the opening. When she was done he propped the bar with the haft of a spear that was beside the door, before lying down on the floor and wiggling through the small opening. Once on the other side, Seamus jolted the spear haft out of place and the bar fell down, closing the door with a bang.

‘How did you know about that?’ she asked Sean in amazement.

‘My cousin and I have used it a couple of times. Although I don’t remember it being such a tight squeeze,’ he told her.

‘Come on,’ she said, urging him forward towards the stream of people on the main road. ‘We need to be well clear of here when they realise we are not coming back from the guard room.’

Watching the guards to make sure they were not spotted, Aliah and Sean joined the farmers leaving Port Marden for the night.

‘Thought I might find you out here.’ 

Aliah jumped, startled to find Amelia standing behind them. ‘But how ...?’ Aliah frowned at the woman.

Amelia moved them through the crowd to the side of the road and she put down the baskets. Aliah realised the one she had been carrying still had her sword on top. It was a good thing Amelia had found them, as Aliah would not have liked to leave that behind.

‘Do not worry. I will not tell them how you escaped. And I am as good as my word,’ Amelia said to them. ‘You can fill your pockets with fruit and vegetables and be on your way. But if you are smart you will help me with my baskets a little longer and we can plan your next moves. For as sure as I am standing here neither of you are prepared to journey far from here, and that is certainly what both of you intend to do.’

Aliah could tell Sean was considering the proposal, and she took some time to think it through herself. Given that it was nearly dark she really had nothing to lose by spending the night with these strangers, and it may turn out to her benefit. 

‘What exactly are you suggesting?’ Sean asked.

‘My place is on the edge of the Tangled Woods, which is a little under a half days walk from here. When I travel to market I leave some food in a spot not far off so I can stop for the night if it gets too late for traveling. If you carry my baskets that far, I can make you supper and we can sleep the night round a fire.’

‘But I want to go north,’ Aliah protested, thinking maybe staying with the rather strange woman was not such a good idea after all. ‘The Tangled Woods are west of here, I would lose valuable time.’

‘You will not be able to travel much farther tonight and I would not mind betting that your sailor friends know you will be heading north. They will be expecting you to go home. If you wait the night through and set off tomorrow you might actually be doing yourself a favour. If you were prepared to wait a day or two more I have no doubt your journey would be even safer.’ Amelia grinned at her, her warm brown eyes crinkling at the corners.

Aliah pondered this for a moment, then nodded in agreement. There was a lot of sense in Amelia’s words. If she took tonight to get some warm food in her stomach, she might just avoid her pursuers and start out fresh in the morning.

‘And what about you young man?’ Amelia looked at Sean.

‘I might as well be on my way,’ he answered curtly.

‘I see you have not thought this through either.’ Amelia stared intently at Sean. ‘Your pursuers will know you are headed for the Wizard Isles and on the road north. Once they do not find you at the gate, they will head along the Great North Road looking for you. They will have horses and you will be walking. You will be easily found.

‘Add to that the fact that you are not prepared for any sort of journey. No food. No bedroll. No idea, really. It may be best for you that those looking for you find you.’

‘Why should you care?’ Sean blurted, clearly not happy about the flaws in his plan being pointed out by a woman he had just met.

Amelia laughed. ‘Fair question, and I have to say I am asking myself that very thing. Normally I would not bother, but it has been a while since anyone showed me any kindness, even if it was for their own ends. So I find I am quite well disposed towards the both of you at the moment. 

‘Maybe I am also thinking I may be able to talk you out of the roads you are following. I sense your journeys will bring you great troubles, and I would not wish those troubles on anyone, especially two as unprepared for travel as the both of you.

‘However, the offer is not good for long as I am not generally a woman to take to strangers. Either you come with me now, or you don’t. I won’t press you either way.’ Amelia picked up her basket, making it clear she wanted to be on her way.

Aliah did not need any more encouragement. She would like a good nights sleep and some warm food before starting her journey home. Picking up the handle of her basket she looked at Sean. He seemed to be having a harder time deciding what to do. Finally he bent down and grabbed the handle on his side and they followed Amelia on the path towards the Tangled Woods.
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SEAMUS WALKED BEHIND the strange woman in silence. He was still not sure he had made the right decision and, if he admitted it to himself, he was a little annoyed at Amelia for pointing out how ill prepared he was for his journey. His departure had been a last minute decision. So not only did he not have the basics he needed to survive travelling, he also had no real plan of where he was going.

He knew he was nowhere near as prepared as he needed to be, but he did not need anyone pointing that out to him. And on top of it all, that boy, Ali, had lied to him about who he was, and now he was stuck traveling with him. It was definitely not how he would have planned to leave home. Still, he was happy to let people think he was heading towards the Wizard Isles. Maybe he would go there. Now he had shown he had magic in public it was not like he would be able to go home again.

By the time Amelia reached the copse of trees where she had left her pack, the last of the days light was almost gone and the air was getting decidedly chilly. Seamus was feeling more than a little tired and grumpy, and really annoyed that he had lost his home because he tried to help a boy who ended up being a liar.

‘Put the baskets down there boys, then rummage around and see what wood you can find for a fire. Looks like it will be a might cold tonight.’ Amelia busied herself with pulling what she needed for an evening meal out of the pack she had stowed behind a tree.

Sean and Ali put their basket down beside Amelia’s and they both went into the copse to find wood before it got too dark to see. By the time they had finished, Amelia had started a small fire and set up a cooking billy. She cut up some of the vegetables from her basket into it, and poured a little water from a water skin she retrieved from her pack. She used the last of the water then handed it to Seamus.

‘Just on the other side of the copse is a stream, we will be needing more water.’

Seamus stopped himself from asking why he had to do it, appreciating it might seem odd for him to expect others to do the menial work. Taking the water skin, he hurried back into the copse and quickly found the stream. By the time he headed back to the fire it was almost pitch black and he was grateful for the light to guide him.

‘Thank you young man.’ Amelia took the water skin, poured some in the pot, and drank some from the skin. She then passed it to Ali, who passed it back to him so they could all drink something after their walk.

‘The evening meal should be a few minutes more. Why don’t you make yourself comfortable?’

Seamus sat down beside Ali. It seemed his task had been to find a suitable log for a back rest, which Seamus appreciated as he leaned back and relaxed, letting some of the tension go from his shoulders. He took off his cap, placing it on the log beside him, then ran his hand through his unruly black hair. Closing his eyes while he warmed up and waited for dinner the rest of his grumpy mood disappeared. He was even feeling a little less grumpy with the boy Ali. After all, the boy had not actually asked for his help. It could not be easy being sold to work on a ship by your family.

He wondered what his family would be doing now. Had they returned to the Isle of Hand and left the search for him up to the soldiers? Or had they stayed in their house in Port Marden? Had they heard about him using magic? Were they disappointed? He had not realised he dozed off until he felt Ali’s hand shaking him awake. 

The stew of grains and vegetables Amelia had made was nourishing and surprisingly tasty as she had added some herbs from a pouch in her bag. Once they had eaten their fill she cleaned the billy out while Ali cleaned their plates. Amelia then started to brew a tea for them from a collection of herbs from yet another pouch she had stowed. 

It seems like she is well prepared, Seamus thought to himself.

‘Now my boys, time for some planning before you both fall asleep.’ She spoke as she threw some herbs into the boiling water, took the billy off the fire, and left the tea to steep.

‘Let’s start with you my young wizard. You are headed for the Wizard Isles to see if they will train you, are you not?’ Amelia asked. Seamus nodded, as it seemed it was now his plan. ‘So you have your family’s permission in writing?’ 

Seamus sat up, no longer sleepy. ‘No, what do you mean?’

‘You do know they will not take a wizard to train without the family’s permission, don’t you? They do not want trouble, and so to prevent any misunderstandings they make sure the family agrees to training before they take a boy on.’

Seamus had not known that. Training to be a wizard was not something very much discussed in his family. He thought about how that changed what he was doing, and concluded it didn’t. If the wizards would not take him then he would find someone else to teach him. Besides, he rather suspected that, given who he was, the wizards would welcome him with open arms.

‘My family are of the old blood,’ he told Amelia. ‘To them a person able to wield magic is an abomination. They will have me quietened if I stay, and if I do not agree they will kill me. Surely the wizards will take pity on me and agree to train me without my parent’s consent?’ He felt like he was almost pleading with Amelia to believe him.

Amelia’s face had gone very still and he could not read what she was thinking. ‘You are old enough to have your marque?’ she asked almost in a whisper. Seamus pulled up his sleeve and showed her the tattoo on the inside of his right wrist all the old blood received on their thirteenth birthday to show their family affiliations. In two years, when he turned eighteen, it would have been altered to show his affiliation to his betrothed’s family. He heard Amelia’s quick intake of breath as she gazed at the marque. 

‘You walk a dangerous path Seamus of the Hand.’ 

Seamus froze. How had she known? She could not only read first blood marques, she also knew who he was!

‘I don’t know what you are talking about. I am Sean,’ Seamus blustered. 

Ali was looking at Amelia and Seamus, and then back again, clearly confused.

‘Seamus, I know who you are, and your family history. I know as you do there are very few families of the old blood with the kind of magic you possess. Your family became entwined with magic—among other things—some generations back when your great-great-grandfather was married to the king of Nataria’s granddaughter as part of a peace accord.

‘Unknown to the old blood, the king’s daughter was a witch. It was the final insult from the king to his new subjects. Ever since then, one child each generation has borne the stigmatism of magic. If it was a girl child, they had a choice. They could leave and live life quietly out of the family and bare no children, or be quietened. If a boy, they would have the magic removed by the rather brutal practice of quietening, or they would be put to death. In this way they had hoped to cleanse the family of the taint of magic blood. But still in each generation one child with magic has been born.

‘And you are right that the wizards would more than welcome one of the old blood wishing to develop their magic skills, as they would be the first of their kind at the school. They have been waiting years for such a child to show at their doors. But this would be quite a blow to your family. Can you do that to your father? If you cannot bear to be without magic why not just leave and live a quiet life somewhere?’

All Seamus heard from Amelia was that the wizards would likely take him and his plan would not be thwarted. ‘I will do as I planned,’ he asserted, not thinking twice about how Amelia had known so much of old blood history. He settled back down thinking his time for questioning was over.

A frowning Amelia sighed. ‘I wish you would reconsider, but I can see your mind is made up. If you insist on this journey then it is my duty to help you as best I can. I would suggest you come home with me tomorrow and we make sure you are kitted out for the long road you must travel.’

Seamus, used to having people organise things for him as the son of a duke, did not think to question why Amelia felt she had a duty to help him. However he thanked her for her offer and agreed to head home with her tomorrow. If he were better prepared for travelling he might actually have a chance of getting to the Wizard Isles. His ordeal over, he was pleased attention would now be focused on Ali. What would Amelia make of him?
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ALIAH SQUIRMED UNCOMFORTABLY as attention moved to her. Amelia’s face was kind but her deep brown eyes were strangely knowing. Would Aliah’s story hold up under her scrutiny? She hoped so, as telling the truth might put all of them in danger and she did not want to endanger anyone who tried to help her.

‘So, young man, you are heading back home? Which way is that?’ Amelia asked.

An easy question, but Aliah could not afford to let down her guard. ‘My family have a place not far from Bannock Town.’ Well, it was close to the truth, ‘So I will be heading north as well.’

‘Mmm,’ Amelia pondered, rubbing the side of her face as she thought. ‘I suppose you have considered the fact that your parents let you go with the sailors, for the money they gained or for other reasons. They may not be as welcoming as you might be expecting when you return home.’

Aliah had not actually considered that. She had felt so sure the right thing to do was find her father and let him know she was all right, and had totally wiped from her mind the circumstances that led to her being on the ship in the first place. 

Without knowing what had led to her adventure, Amelia had hit the nail right on the head. If she went home her father would be in serious trouble. Her best bet was to stay away from him and stay anonymous until she knew what had gone on in her absence. However, that did not prevent her from heading towards home, finding out what was going on, and making sure her family were all right.

‘I understand what you are saying, and you might well be right.’ Aliah looked bleakly at Amelia. ‘But I need to at least try to get home and make sure everything is as it should be there. So I will be heading north tomorrow.’

Amelia stared at her for what seemed like an age before turning her attention to pouring the tea and passing round the mugs. Aliah wondered if Amelia always travelled with three bowls and cups, or if she had maybe had a strange feeling that she might need them on this journey.

With Amelia still staring at her, Aliah felt the need to tell her a little more of why her journey was so important.

‘It is not just seeing my family that I need to return home for. While I was on board the ship I heard some things that were very worrying. The ship was sailing for Carsten, they had some important cargo for their king. The cargo was going to help the king stir up a war against Aria. I have to go north and warn our king.’ Aliah stared Amelia directly in the eye, willing her to understand how important it was that she return home.

Amelia’s eyes crinkled at the corners. ‘And you will be able to talk to the king about this?’

‘My family have served in Bannock Castle for generations. I feel I might have a chance of being listened to. Regardless, I have to try.’

‘How very noble of you.’ Amelia paused and continued to look at Aliah, then shook her head. ‘I am not sure we have the full truth of you yet, young Ali, but I sense that you are at the centre of something not of your making and you will need all the help you can get before this thing is done. You had best come along with us tomorrow and we will see what we can do to kit you out as well. You will need more than that sword you are carrying to make your way that far north.’

A strange sense of dread fell over Aliah, almost as if she was picking up some of what the woman could sense. She also noticed that Sean’s—no, Seamus’—interest had heightened at the mention of a sword and he looked at her a little differently, maybe with a little less superiority. Almost as if he were thinking a boy with a sword may not be quite his social equal, but he might not be far off it. 

If only he knew. She smiled to herself, but then shook it off. He can’t know. No one can. It would be too dangerous.

‘Now you two clean up the plates and we’ll get some sleep. I want to be off early tomorrow.’ Amelia passed her cup to Aliah, and began unrolling her travel swag. 

Although Aliah was warm enough with the blanket that had been around her sword she spent a restless night. It was not only that she was not used to sleeping on the ground, she also could not help thinking about her family. Had she caused them any harm by escaping her shipboard captors? How soon would they know she had escaped? It seemed as though she had just fallen asleep when Seamus was waking her with a cup of tea and some bread to break her fast. She was still half asleep when Amelia had them pack up camp and start on their journey to her home on the edge of the Tangled Wood.
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Chapter Three: The Tangled Woods
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Aliah’s feet hurt. Her arms hurt. Her back hurt. It was not even noon and her body was giving up. If this was how the short walk to the Tangled Woods affected her, how would she ever make it over the mountains? Let alone all the way back to Bannock? Spending a six-days on the boat had definitely left her out of condition.

Amelia had stopped them briefly for a water break and snack of some kind of oat and seed cakes not that long ago, saying that should keep them going until they reached her house. Once there, she would prepare a main meal for them all. Aliah’s body had protested when they started out again and had been complaining ever since. As they walked through the wood she caught occasional glimpses of the rolling hills on the other side, but they never seemed to get any closer. Neither Amelia nor Seamus were inclined to talk as they walked, which left Aliah alone with her own thoughts.

She spent most of the morning trying to remember what she could about the Isle of Hand where Seamus must come from. If she remembered her history lessons correctly the island was mostly inhabited by what were now called the old blood, who had fled there as a result of the Natari Invasion. Their King had finally asked what the price for peace was and the Natari King leading the invasion had agreed terms with him.

It was at that time the Southern Duchy was created, which included The Isle of Hand and Port Marden. As a show of good faith, the Natari Emperor had married his granddaughter to the King—now Duke—of Hand’s eldest son. Since that time, the Duke of Hand and his people had reluctantly paid homage to whoever ruled Aria.

As time progressed the new nation of Aria had pulled away from the constraints of the Natari Emperor, and the Archduke had become King in his own right. The king was supported by the five dukes, who were meant to be his closest advisors. In reality only four of the five dukes attended Court, or sent their representatives. The Southern Duchy of Hand had preferred to keep to itself.

She also remembered vaguely the old blood were formed into family units and affiliations and that the family of the Hand was the ruling clan. From the conversation last night, Aliah assumed Seamus was a son of the Duke of Hand, who was still known as King by his own people. Aliah tried to assess whether or not that made a difference to how she viewed Seamus. If she were honest, it did not really change anything. She was grateful he had saved her at the markets, and sad that he had to leave his family, but she had known him such a short time it did not really matter who he was. Although it did explain his arrogance, and the name Seamus suited him a little better than Sean had.

After their short break she had tried to fathom out Amelia, which was a little harder. Although she tried to act like a traditional farmer’s wife, there was something about her that was a little different. She seemed to “know” or “feel” a lot about them, and it was odd she had come prepared on her journey to meet visitors with extra plates and mugs in her pack. Aliah was sure she also knew rather more about Seamus than she was letting on. 

Bored with walking and her own thoughts Aliah decided maybe it was time to find out a little more about the person who seemed so keen to help them. Tucking a stray hair behind her ear, she shuffled up so she could walk beside Amelia, careful not to leave the track as it was now closely bordered by trees and under growth, and she did not want to twist an ankle.

‘Ah. Amelia,’ she started. ‘I was wondering how you knew to bring three sets of eating utensils with you to market?’

Amelia raised an eyebrow. ‘Were you just? You are the observant one, aren’t you? Perhaps I just had an inkling I may have a need of them if I went to this market.’

‘Do you not go to every market?’ Aliah fished for more information.

‘No, I do not. I only go if I have a need for something, or if I feel I need to go there.’

‘So, this market trip was for a feeling?’ Aliah prompted.

Amelia laughed. ‘You are a sharp one, aren’t you! Yes, I had a feeling. I often get them when someone needs to see me. Mostly they know to find me in the market as it is a long way to come out to the Tangled Woods. But this time there was no one there, so I am thinking maybe the feeling was for meeting the two of you. There you go, young one, that is enough for you to be getting on with? We are here and we need to get sorted for the evening.’

Without Aliah noticing they had arrived at a paved path leading to a cottage set behind a late-flowering herb garden. The cottage was thatched roofed, as she expected, but it was much larger than she had imagined the cottage of a market gardener to be. It was two storied, and had what looked like a stable behind although she could see no horse, and a paddock beside with a couple of sheep and a cow. On the far side there was a large garden patch, with fruit trees in behind, which ran nearly to the edge of the woods. In between the garden and the house was a water well and a chopping block. It was not the average cottage of a woman who was subsisting on what she grew and sold at market.

‘Quit gawking! We have plenty to do before we
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