
        
            
                
            
        

    
I didn't know how long I had slept. It was still night, but the sun was well into the sky, a pale yellow light spilling from the window above me in the room I rented out of someone's home. There were three other bedrooms here as well, all empty. The owner must not be back yet to collect his money.

It took effort for me to move my limbs. They felt like lead weights and would have resisted even if I hadn't been exhausted after what happened last night. My clothes—the same tattered garments I'd worn when I first got on that damned boat in Tarkesh—stuck to me with dried blood caked onto them. I pulled at the fabric, trying to separate myself from it. When it came free, I stood up slowly and looked around, taking stock of where I was. I'd fallen asleep inside of a small building near the river that flowed through the city of Nilsael. A stone-walled courtyard led off from this room, lined by two doors on either side. The one opposite the entrance seemed too old, rusted and dented, probably no more than ten or fifteen paces away. That door opened into another courtyard, this time surrounded by three houses. Two of those three houses were occupied, judging by the sounds of people moving around within. One house, however, was vacant.

A few steps beyond the courtyard, there was an arched entryway that led inside a stone wall. In front of the arch, I saw a narrow bridge across the gap between the buildings, connecting them both. On the other side of the bridge stood a woman with red hair tied up in braids. She was dressed like a noblewoman, her black robes trimmed in gold thread, and she held a wooden staff in her hand as she peered down the short path toward me.

"Welcome," the woman said in a hushed tone. "You are welcome here."

I blinked at the woman standing in front of me. This place...this city had an eerie familiarity about it, but at the same time, its architecture was so far removed from anything I knew that I couldn't quite understand what was happening. "Who are you?"

The woman smiled thinly. "My name is Sollis. I am here to offer assistance to those who need it."

I shook my head. "What do you mean? Who's 'here'? What did I do that warrants your help?" I glanced over at the bridge, noting the way that it curved slightly downward before continuing on, as if it went somewhere else. "And how do we get out of here?"

Sollis chuckled softly and stepped forward, placing the end of her staff gently on top of my head. She spoke again, words flowing from her lips like smoke, each syllable soft and lilting. "I can show you the way."

I frowned. The way? I wasn't sure what she meant, but I had the feeling that it had something to do with me. "Are you...do you have magic? Like a mage?"

She nodded. "Yes, as does everyone in Nilsael." Her words sounded like a question to me. "But it is only available to those who earn it."

That explained nothing. Was this some sort of game, where I was supposed to work out what she meant? But why then did she speak like normal people talked? Hadn't I just spent years in a world where people were forced to act out roles because they couldn't communicate their true thoughts?

"Where do I start earning it?" I asked. "How do I get to this 'other' world? And why do you say 'earn it?'"

Sollis looked puzzled. "It has been many months since anyone arrived in this place, and the rules are...a little unclear. Perhaps you might wish to ask one of the other inhabitants for more information. There is a man called Elandril, I believe..."

"Elandril?" I echoed. "Is he here right now?"

Sollis looked taken aback. "I'm afraid that he isn't. He died five months ago."

I stared at Sollis in shock. "Dead?"

"Yes."

Five months? How could someone die that quickly? "I don't understand. How can that happen? What's wrong with him?"

Sollis shrugged. "We don't know."

"You don't know? So you're not...what did you say? We all live together?"

Sollis nodded. "Of course."

"So...who's 'we'? Are we all in the same situation? Is that why we can't leave?"

Sollis pursed her lips thoughtfully. "No one knows. It may be that there are different places, or it might be that we all end up in the same one once we've earned enough points, but—"

I interrupted, my mind suddenly racing. If everyone ended up in the same place when they reached a certain threshold—like in the game we'd played—then surely it was possible to find out how high each person had to reach before they entered that space? I remembered the way that our characters had all died within seconds of reaching certain thresholds, despite having lived many decades on Earth. Maybe the same thing would happen to us here?

"You said that it was difficult to leave," I continued. "Maybe if we worked out how much we need to score then we could figure out how long we'll be trapped here?"

Sollis nodded again, looking thoughtful as she rubbed a hand over her chin. "Perhaps," she conceded. "Or perhaps it depends upon who scores it; it may only apply to those who earn it here."

I nodded slowly. "In which case, it may also depend on whether or not we earn it here. You said we were 'welcome', so maybe the rules apply even after we leave?"

Sollis pursed her lips. "There is no way to know. Perhaps we should see if we can find another who can give us more information." She paused and glanced around. "We will go and talk to the others in a few moments. For the moment, we must rest and recover from the journey."

"Recovery?" I repeated. "From what? I didn't notice any damage on the carriage as we passed through."

Sollis shrugged, a strange expression flitting across her face. "The land itself seems to heal quickly. Perhaps that's what you saw?" She smiled, looking at me as if seeing me for the first time. "Welcome, my friend. I hope you stay with us for some time."

I swallowed thickly. This was all too easy; I had expected things to get worse rather than better, and the sudden change in her attitude made me uneasy. I wondered what would happen once the rest of them awoke and found that I wasn't part of their group. Would I end up alone, or would they send me back to wherever they'd brought me from? And how was I supposed to find out anything useful without Sollis's help?

As I considered the possibilities, something occurred to me. "What about your friends, the ones who stayed behind? Did they come here?"

Sollis shook her head. "They did not."

"Why?"

She frowned, shaking her head slowly. "I do not know. When we came, they were gone. Only the three of us remain."

I sighed. "That's not good, I guess."

"No," agreed Sollis. "But I am sure they will return. They have not forgotten us, after all."

I nodded slowly, wondering how long she thought that might take. The longer they were away, the more likely they would never return.

We spoke for some while longer, mostly about inconsequential matters. I found it hard to relax; I couldn't stop thinking about the possibility of ending up stranded here forever, or being sent back where I belonged. After several minutes, I stood and stretched my aching legs. "I suppose we should go and introduce ourselves."

Sollis nodded and rose, following me into the hall. I turned at the door, seeing the four people asleep on the mattresses against the walls, their faces peaceful as if nothing bad had happened to them, like it had only just begun for me. It was the last sight I saw before sleep took me.

***

I woke to sunlight streaming through the windows, bathing me in light. I felt rested, refreshed and oddly optimistic—perhaps because my first night among these people hadn't been spent wandering a forest alone? I swung my feet off the bed, noticing that Sollis still lay beside me and stretching my arms over my head.

"Morning, brother," she said, sitting up.

"Good morning, sister," I replied, smiling.

Her smile widened. "It's good to hear that. I'm glad you're happy to stay with us."

"Of course."

She stood and crossed to the window. She drew aside the curtains and gazed out. "How did you sleep?"

"Well enough," I said. "What's the plan for today?"

Sollis returned to the bed, sitting down and folding her hands beneath her chin. "I think it will be best if we begin our training. We cannot stay here without learning how to fight. If we are to have any hope of escape, then we must learn to defend ourselves."

I grunted. "You're probably right about that, but there isn't much point until we know why we ended up here. And why we didn't end up here earlier."

Sollis nodded, reaching for my hand and giving it a reassuring squeeze. "Yes, we should wait for the others."

I sighed, closing my eyes in relief. "Thank the Lady."

"Brother?" asked Sollis.

I opened my eyes, finding hers gazing at me expectantly. I raised an eyebrow.

"I said thank the Lady."

"So you did. Why?"

"Because it was her, wasn't it?"

"What?" I demanded.

"When we came here, we were told to thank the Lady, but you said no such thing."

I frowned at her. "And when you say 'we,' which one of us is speaking?"

"The Lady, Brother. What else could it be?"

"A dream?" suggested a voice from the doorway. "Or perhaps a trick of the mind?"

I groaned inwardly as I saw that Lursa was awake and listening. Sollis looked up sharply, glancing towards the door.

"What is it now?" she whispered, turning back to me.

"Nothing," I replied, forcing a smile. "We must prepare for our training."

"We'll speak later," added Lursa, rising from the bed and heading for the door. "Let us go outside."

The sun was already high by the time Sollis and I emerged onto the lawns. We'd taken our armour and weapons to keep them safe inside the mansion, but I left my shield leaning against a tree. There were no other people around at the moment, save for two children playing near the fountain. The youngest seemed about five or six years old and the oldest ten or eleven. Their clothing looked expensive, though whether from a rich merchant or wealthy family, I couldn't tell. They didn't appear particularly well fed, though they appeared healthy enough. One of them ran ahead of the rest and darted between a pair of marble statues, disappearing between the columns. I watched him for a moment before turning my attention to the girl.

"Hello," said Sollis, walking closer. "Would you like a game?"

"Yes," said the older girl. She was wearing a pretty dress with a pale blue sash, and wore a silver bracelet on her wrist. "Can I play with you?"

"Sure," said Sollis.

They began playing tag, running after each other and laughing gaily.

"Are they friends?" asked Sollis, looking at me.

I shrugged. "I suppose so."

She smiled. "You seem to have grown fond of them."

"Yes, I have."

"It seems that they've done something to you."

"That's what I want to find out."

She nodded, her face serious for a moment. "Perhaps you needn't look further than your own reflection in a mirror."

"Huh?"

Her smile broadened. "Don't you see? These people are mirrors. A mirror of yourself. You must look at the world through them and ask yourself who you are."

"Who am I?" I asked, frowning. "I don't understand."

"You're the man who killed his wife," she replied softly. "And yet you loved her. So how can you love anyone else?"

"But—"

"No, let it be," she interrupted, waving her hand dismissively. "I'm just trying to teach you a lesson."

There was nothing more to say, so we wandered over to a stone bench where we sat and watched the children play for some time. I couldn't help feeling that she had been correct in her assessment. I had always loved my wife. It was true that I hadn't shown her affection enough to satisfy her, but the love was still there. In any case, what was love without affection? I wondered if perhaps she had been right in saying that I had not loved her enough, but it felt wrong somehow. She had been my wife first, but she had also been my friend and companion. I thought of the way she would tease me about my weight and the fact I preferred my ale to water. Her laugh had been loud and infectious, and her smile had lit up the room when she walked into it. That was how I remembered her, the real her, not some vague idea of the perfect woman I wished she could have been. I found I missed her deeply. My throat tightened, making it hard to speak, and I had to swallow several times before the words would come.

"Do you ever think of her?" I asked Sollis after a while.

He shrugged. "Every day."

"What do you miss?"

"Everything, really." He smiled, reaching down for the sword resting across his knees. "I wonder sometimes why I didn't die that night too. Then maybe she could have stayed with me, instead of going on alone."

"Maybe so," I agreed, watching as the younger boy ran away laughing and then returned to catch up with the older one, who turned around quickly only to be knocked off her feet by an unseen force and fall heavily onto her backside. The other children burst out laughing and chased her again, the older girl joining in as she got to her feet and brushed herself down. "But she wouldn't have wanted that, would she?"

Sollis looked at me for a moment, his face expressionless. "No. Of course not."

A short time later a servant approached, carrying a tray full of wine cups and a bowl of fruit.

"This is for you," he said, setting the tray down on the table and leaving with the bowl.

I picked up the cup and took a sip, finding it surprisingly smooth. "Where did this come from?"

The youth glanced over his shoulder towards the kitchen door and spoke with a slight lisp. "We found the wine barrels stacked against the wall of the servants' corridor. One of the housemaids gave it to the cook."

"I see." I lifted the bowl, sniffed its contents and frowned. "What is it?"

"Apple juice," he answered, picking up his own cup. "I don't know. I never tried it before."

I drank more, draining the cup in two gulps, and set it down beside him. "I'll eat later, I guess."

He nodded, his eyes lingering on me.

"Are you hungry?"

"Just a little. Why?"

"Why what?"

He blinked once or twice before responding, "Because... you look like you might be. Just a little bit."

It was all I could do not to laugh. "Yes." I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "I'm starving."

"All right. Let's go." He stood up and stretched his arms, looking pleased with himself for having solved our dilemma.

I followed him into the garden and watched him cross the lawn, heading towards the gate with the boy close behind. The girl came hurrying forward at the sight of us, a wide grin on her face.

"I found some apples, Captain," she said, holding up the bowl.

"Thank you."

She looked to be about fifteen years old, dark-haired and very pretty. I wondered briefly whether this was one of the servants she had mentioned, then decided I didn't really care. I reached forward and squeezed her arm.

"Hello."

She flushed and smiled shyly.

"I hope the others are doing well. It seems like they've grown in the past month."

"They are fine." She grinned, her eyes brightening with mischief. "I told them that you were coming today."

"You did?"

She nodded. "They're waiting just beyond the hedge." She pointed towards the long row of bushes, which rose in a neat line at the centre of the lawn.

"Well then," I said, taking a step towards the hedge. "Lead the way."

***

My men had done a lot of growing too. They gathered round us as we entered the shrubbery, their faces wary but curious. There were twenty of them now, a few years older than when I'd last seen them, and I could tell that they remembered my promise.

"Welcome," I said.

They murmured greetings and moved closer, gathering around me in a loose circle, their eyes darting to Sollis as they did so. When he joined me, they fell silent, listening to our conversation in tense silence.

"So..." I said eventually. "You've been gone awhile."

Sollis inclined his head. "Indeed."

"How is your sister?"

He sighed and rubbed his face with a hand, then laughed softly. "Not good, I'm afraid. Her illness has worsened. It was bad when I left. Now she sleeps most of the time."

"Oh?"

"She's lost a lot of weight. The doctors say she isn't long for this world."

There was a moment's silence, the men exchanging looks with one another. At length the captain of the company broke the tension with a sharp bark of laughter.

"Ah, gods save us. Is that how you see it? As the end of something?"

His question caused a ripple of unease through the group, each man eyeing the other as though unsure if they should speak again.

I felt no sympathy for the girl. She had taken a child's oath; she knew exactly what it meant. But I understood her father's feelings better than anyone else here.

I looked from man to man, noting their reactions. Some were angry, others frightened. All seemed uncertain as to where they stood.

"Tell them," I said after a pause. "Tell them what's happened since you left. Tell them about the war."

I could sense Sollis bristle but made no effort to stop him as he stepped forward and spoke in a quiet voice. He described the horrors of battle, recounting tales of blood, death and devastation with a matter-of-factness I found both moving and troubling. He told them of the dead, describing the way their bodies had become bloated by maggots and flies while their comrades lay nearby still breathing. He told of the way their skin began to sag, the blackened holes in their chests, the splayed limbs and broken skulls. I saw his words affect them all differently, some men flinching away in disgust, others looking sick to their stomachs. One or two glanced up at me with questioning stares.

When he had finished, I asked my own questions, probing into their reasons for fighting. I asked about the girl who had fled into the woods that day, the girl who had come back to die. I wanted to know more about her, and why they were risking everything to save her. The answer surprised me.

"She's... not human anymore," said the captain of the band, speaking for the first time. His face was set hard with grief and anger. "I've seen this before. A man comes back from battle only to find that he can no longer be sure what's living and what's dead."

The others nodded agreement, looking grim and uncomfortable. None offered any more information, their faces closed and tight, eyes downcast.

Sollis turned to me, a frown on his features. "I don't think they can handle much more. They haven't been here long, Brother, and I doubt they heard much from the soldiers in the camp."

"No," I agreed. "But there's nothing we can do about that now. We have to press on, try and get to them before..."

"Before what?" Sollis interrupted in an irritated tone. "Before her sickness gets worse? Before she dies?"

"We'll take a short rest here and move on." I gestured to the others to gather close, lowering my voice. "Listen up!" When they all looked my way, I continued. "We've got to get there quickly. We're not going to let them die. Do you understand? So you need to focus."

Their eyes shifted nervously amongst themselves but a few nodded in response and looked ready to leave. "Are you certain we shouldn't wait until nightfall?" asked one of them. "If we stay in these woods we will certainly run into some soldiers, and with luck we might even learn where they went."

I shook my head. "No, we won't. They're going north. If they were heading south then that's where we would expect them to go. These woods are too large for that. We'll keep moving, but I want to make haste. If they find out we've been trailing them then it'll put them in danger. That's not what we came here for."

They muttered among themselves for a while, debating the merits of waiting or following. After a moment Sollis spoke again.

"What about those people ahead? Are they soldiers?"

"Don't be ridiculous," snapped the captain of the band. "Those were civilians."

"Maybe," I said. "But they could still be soldiers. And if so... well, they'll be expecting us."

"Then we'd best be prepared," he growled. "Let's pack up our things."

The band split into two groups, leaving the girl's corpse lying beside the tree. I wondered what her fate would be when we returned to the encampment, and if she was still alive in her mind, whether she would ever forgive me.

I watched the band march off through the trees, their faces set and determined.

***

A day's travel brought us to the outskirts of the city, where we spent the night in an abandoned farmhouse. The following morning we followed a trail that led along a stream and across the open plain towards the city gates. The guards at the gate stopped us as soon as they recognised my face, but we had expected that and were better armed than most of the peasants that had fled the city. The band leader drew his sword and cut the nearest man down before the other soldier knew what was happening. It took little persuasion to convince the rest of the soldiers we were allies, and they opened the gate for us.

As we crossed the city, I noticed the change in the streets and buildings. This was the home of my ancestors, and I knew its layout and history as though it were part of myself. There were fewer soldiers, perhaps a third of the number there had been when I arrived four years earlier, but I saw signs of the damage wrought by the plague. I passed by several bodies lying in the streets; many had died after the army left but others had survived. Their flesh was blackened and shrunken, their eyes gone, yet the last moments of their lives had been agony beyond comprehension. I felt something twist within me, the memory of a similar death in a distant age. It was as if something in me recognized that these men would have suffered exactly the same, and that somehow it had been my fault.

There were signs of the war, too. We found some survivors, but I didn't stop to speak with them, knowing they would have no reason to trust me and I wouldn't be able to explain without revealing my identity as the brother of the Prince of Beynon. Instead I hurried past and kept my eyes focused on the goal: the palace.

It stood upon a hill overlooking the city, its spires and towers seeming to reach towards the sky even though it was built almost a century ago. It had been my childhood home, but like so much of my youth it had faded from memory, the memories of my time there only glimpses of things long gone. The first floor was a mess of broken walls and furniture, shattered pottery and broken glass littering the ground like broken toys. The upper floors were largely intact, however, and once we ascended we found the main hall empty save for a few skeletons scattered about the place. As always, it seemed the plague had been most severe upstairs.

We searched the rooms thoroughly but found nothing useful, not even scraps of paper bearing the name of my family. My hopes lifted slightly when I heard a sound coming from one of the rooms near the entrance to the hall. The door had already been locked, but we managed to break it down before we entered. Inside we found a woman who appeared to have been living alone, though whether she lived or died during the war wasn't clear. She lay dead upon the floor in a pool of blood, a small knife protruding from her throat and another from her chest. Her hands had been bound together behind her back and her mouth gagged with torn clothing.

The room stank of fear and desperation. I looked at the body and found my own reflection staring back at me.

"Well," I said. "She must have known you, brother."

Sollis grunted in response. He knelt next to the corpse and began examining the wound on her neck. His face remained blank.

"How old was she?" he asked eventually.

"Not sure," I replied. "Late thirties maybe? Thirty-nine, thirty-eight, somewhere around there."

He paused before speaking again, looking at me with hard grey eyes. "She was your mother."

I swallowed and nodded slowly, forcing the words out.

"Yes. That's right. Mother... thank you."

"No need for thanks," he replied with a faint smile, standing up. "Just a job done."

He examined the knife, then turned the body over so that we could look at her face more closely. Her lips were parted and her eyes stared sightlessly at the ceiling.

"What do you think caused this?" Sollis asked quietly.

I shrugged. "Looks like it was self-inflicted," I replied, reaching down and touching the tip of my nose with two fingers. "Maybe she tried to take her own life but failed. A sharp blow to the back of the head, I'd guess..."

Sollis nodded and rose to his feet, moving away and leaving me alone with the dead woman. He had done a good job, removing everything from her except the knives, and the room now smelled faintly of roses rather than fear and death.

"You should leave," I told him, watching as he walked from the room and closed the door behind him.

I spent an hour in that room, searching through every drawer and cupboard until my mind grew numb to the endless repetition. Eventually I gave up and sat down in the centre of the room and took a deep breath. Then I let it out slowly and closed my eyes.

When I opened them again, my hands were shaking so badly I could barely hold a pen. The room was silent apart from the sound of my ragged breathing and something scratching against the wall above my head. I ignored it at first and concentrated on writing, trying to ignore the feeling of the cold stone beneath my back, then finally the weight of the world pressing in around me. Finally, just when I was about to give up, I felt the presence of someone else in the room. I thought it might be Sollis returning to finish the job, but when I looked up he was no longer in the doorway.

The scratching stopped and the silence became absolute, all sounds muffled by the heavy walls. The air began to chill and I could see my breath in front of me, but despite the growing unease I did not feel threatened. I continued scribbling notes, each word written quickly and without care for form or style, my vision blurring occasionally.

I glanced up then and saw the outline of a man standing in the corner of the room. The figure was vaguely human shaped, but too tall and thin to be a living thing. Its skin was a mottled brown colour, stretched tightly across its bones and covered with black hairs which stood up stiffly from its skull and arms. It looked like an old scarecrow made of twigs and dried leaves.

"Father?" I whispered, starting to rise. "Is that you? Please tell me it's you..."

A hand fell onto my shoulder and I jumped. When I looked up again the thing was gone, leaving only a faint smell of rotting flesh and a feeling of utter dread.

I went outside where I found Sollis sitting on the bench outside the house. His face showed no expression as he watched me.

"You're supposed to stay in there," I said, waving towards the building. "We can't afford any distractions."

He smiled slightly. "There are no distractions, brother," he replied. "I don't think you've been listening."

The night was still and quiet, the moon high over the horizon and casting shadows across the street. I stood staring at nothing for a while before turning to look at my brother, wondering why he seemed so calm, so relaxed.

"Are you alright?" I asked finally, unable to keep the nervousness from my voice.

He laughed, a harsh, bitter sound.

"I'm fine," he replied. "Don't worry yourself."

"Why did you come back? I asked, walking closer to him and dropping into a crouch. "Why not go on with the others? They'll make a proper team without us..."

Sollis' face hardened suddenly and he grabbed my wrist in a tight grip, his fingers digging painfully into the flesh between bone and muscle.

"Don't question me," he snapped. "Not yet, anyway. Just get on with the job."

For a moment I thought he would break my arm, but he released me and turned away, his shoulders slumping as though a great weight had settled upon him. I followed him to the cart where I helped load the corpse into the back along with a few belongings I noticed during my search. As we walked away from the house Sollis spoke in a low, husky voice.

"What was that?"

"Father?" I said softly. "I think..."

"Just a trick of the light," he interrupted. "You saw what you wanted to see."

We travelled in silence the rest of the day. At length I found myself asking, "Do you believe in ghosts?"

It took him a moment to answer. "Yes," he said at last. "They're real enough." He didn't speak again for most of the journey and I soon lost track of time. Eventually I asked him how long we'd been travelling.

"Three days," he said shortly. "We'll be here tomorrow."

"Where?"

"In the middle of nowhere," he replied with an irritated gesture at the surrounding hills.

"That far? Why didn't you say something earlier?"

"Because I don't have anything else to talk about," he snapped. "And because you won't want to hear it."

The next morning I woke before dawn to find Sollis sleeping beside me, his breathing deep and regular. He was lying on his side with one leg drawn up under the blanket and his head pillowed against his arm. I reached out to touch his face, finding it smooth and cool beneath my fingertips. For several minutes I stared down at him, seeing him clearly now, rather than through the haze of my dream, understanding what lay behind his sullen mood.

This was not the man I knew, this was someone changed beyond recognition. A stranger sat beside me in the cart. My mind flashed to the memory of our mother and father sitting together around the kitchen table, arguing in that familiar way which had always left them both laughing and smiling after they were done. This was how he had been with her. I felt a sudden ache, a longing for those days when Sollis had been my little brother, a friend who would never leave me, always waiting to play games or read stories when he came round. Now there was none of that. All I could see was a man who seemed lost to everyone but himself. And even then it appeared he only existed in the world of his own thoughts.

I got to my feet, moving away from him with a sigh. The chill wind was already blowing in gusts as I searched for something warm to wear, eventually settling on a thick tunic which once belonged to my late sister. After slipping it over my head and pulling my arms inside, I glanced back at Sollis. He hadn't moved, his face hidden by the covers, mouth hanging open as if he dreamed. It struck me as strange that I could recall so many of their faces, yet not his name. Perhaps that was how brothers are, I wondered idly. I knew his face, but not his name.

I looked out into the darkness of the hillside, seeing little more than vague shapes cast by the glow of the moonlight. We were alone in the dark, all that stood between us and freedom. I turned and began the walk back to the cart where I sat staring out at the hills for hours, wondering what lay ahead.

***

"We can rest here until nightfall," Sollis said as he watched the sun set.

"What?" I asked, startled at hearing his voice so close by.

He turned to look at me, eyes wide and wary. "The horses are too tired to go any further. We can camp here tonight. Get some sleep and continue in the morning."

I nodded and went to fetch water for the fire. Once it was going and I had warmed myself from the chill breeze which swept across the hilltop, I sat down with a sigh and leaned back against one of the wagon's wheels. Sollis had gone off somewhere, leaving me alone beside the flames.

"Why is this happening?" I asked aloud, feeling foolish when no answer came. "Why did she send me here? What will happen to me?"

As the sun set and darkness spread its cloak across the land, I found myself staring into the flickering glow of the fire. Sollis had been right; I was exhausted but unable to sleep. So I remained awake watching the shadows of the trees and bushes, listening to the sounds of the animals grazing on the slope below.

When first light broke the previous evening I thought my eyes had deceived me when I saw a figure moving through the wooded hillside, but as I watched it came closer, revealing itself to be a woman carrying a bundle over her shoulder. She walked steadily towards us in the fading light, seeming to have come from no particular direction.

Sollis rose stiffly when he saw her and approached her slowly, as though uncertain of what he should do. I followed, watching as the girl stopped within ten yards of the cart before turning to look directly at me. She was dressed simply enough, in a plain grey shift with leather gloves which reached past her elbows. Her hair was black, tied back in a braid which fell almost to her waist, and her skin pale, freckled and marked with faint scars. I couldn't help noticing her lips; full and red as ripe fruit. They widened in a smile which quickly faded to show nervousness.

"You're the one who was following me last night," she said, speaking softly in a tone that carried an undertone of anger.

"Yes," I replied, surprised at my own lack of surprise at her words. "And you are?"

"Aryd," she answered without hesitation, her voice clear despite her accent which was different to the one I'd heard among the monks.

"And why would we want to kill your sister?" Sollis asked, coming up behind me.

She looked at him for a long moment then shrugged. "Because she stole my horse. And because my parents were killed by the Brotherhood when they found out about my gift."

"Gift?" Sollis repeated, looking puzzled. "I thought she said her sister had magic?"

The girl nodded. "I've always been able to read the hearts of men. The priest taught me and told me not to tell anyone about it. That if the Brotherhood ever discovered it, he'd die first and then they would take my mother and me away." She took a few steps forward, her face twisted in fury. "But I don't care!" Her hands clenched at her sides as she screamed at the sky. "She stole my only friend away!" Then she sank to her knees and buried her face in her arms.

"Come here," Sollis said, putting a hand on her shoulder. She didn't move, shaking uncontrollably as she cried. "It's alright now," he murmured. "No one will hurt you any more."

I stared at him, confused by his words. This wasn't a man I knew. Had he somehow known all along that she was my daughter? He had been there when we left the monastery; he had seen me with her father in the garden and had surely noticed the resemblance between us. It was beyond coincidence that we should meet here, in the forest where my child and her mother had died.

Then again, perhaps I had never really known her. Perhaps it was only chance that I had found her at all, and even if it hadn't been, what could I have done? My duty as an uncle was to keep her safe while her aunt recovered from childbirth and raised her properly, but there was no way of knowing how long that might take. I was supposed to give her to the Church after two years, but if she lived in the city where my wife had died then surely that would change things...

The girl drew back suddenly, sitting upright and wiping her tears. Her eyes were wet but no longer filled with pain and rage. When she spoke her voice sounded younger, less angry than it had been moments ago.

"Thank you for being kind to me," she said and gave a weak smile. "I'm sorry for disturbing you."

"My name is Sollis," he said. "What's yours?"

She hesitated before answering, glancing towards the cart and its contents. "Lys," she said at length. "My friends call me Lynas. What happened to my sister?"

Sollis sighed and looked away. "The Brotherhood tracked her down," he said. "We got here just in time to see them kill your parents and burn her house."

Lynas frowned. "They did this?"

"Yes," Sollis confirmed. "Do you know what happened to her?"

She shook her head. "She ran off into the woods, crying about monsters. I waited for her but she never came home so I went looking for her. I saw a woman in the forest once, like the one you described. She was holding a baby too but..." She stopped abruptly and looked at me, her expression troubled.

I nodded. "I think so. The woman who took me in had a daughter, a little girl about your age."

"Where did she go?" Sollis asked. "Did she say anything before she disappeared?"

"She cried all the time. She used to cry every day, until the priest showed me how to stop her. I can do the same for you. I don't know much about the Brotherhood except that they're evil but I can teach you how to fight them, how to survive in the wild."

I glanced at Lynas and saw that she wore no sword or other weapon. Her eyes flickered to the axe hanging across my back and I realised with a jolt that she must have stolen it from the bodies in the cart. I felt a wave of guilt at her theft but also relief. At least this girl was willing to help her. I was tempted to offer her the axe but resisted the urge. It would be a poor reward for saving our lives and, besides, it wouldn't be fair. As far as I could recall, the girl had never held a weapon before today.

"Thank you," I said. "That means a lot to us. We'll look into finding your sister but right now we need to get moving."

"I understand," Sollis replied. "We were heading north anyway, towards the mountains. Do you know where they are?"

"Not exactly," Lynas said. "They're in the north but I'm not sure which ones. All I've ever heard is that they're cold, dark and full of monsters."

I laughed despite myself. "I guess they are."

A brief silence followed as Lynas pondered the idea of monsters. "Why didn't you run?" she asked eventually. "You could have escaped."

I met her eyes and saw no hint of guile or deceit in them. "We thought you'd be safer with us than on your own," I said. "Besides, we were already committed."

"Committed?" she echoed uncertainly.

"To staying together," I explained. "There were four of us: the three of us and your father. We decided to stay together so we wouldn't be split up by the Brotherhood."

She considered this for a moment before shaking her head. "But why?"

I shrugged. "It seemed like a good idea at the time," I answered. "And besides, we had to stay together. Your parents were already dead when I saw you but your aunt was still breathing. You needed someone to care for you, and I knew that we couldn't leave her behind. I think your mother and father would have wanted to save her."

The girl smiled slightly. "I suppose they might have," she said. "I'm glad you stayed with us. Now you won't get eaten by those horrible men!"

Her sudden cheerfulness dispelled any lingering doubts I harboured about my decision to accompany the girl. I felt an immediate bond with her, as though we had always known each other. I found myself wondering if she could sense my own loneliness, or whether she simply sensed the emptiness inside me which had been filled with her presence. I suspected the latter; even so, I hoped that there would be no further need to keep such thoughts private between us.

***

After several hours, and some hard riding, we came to a small settlement called Narlen's Crossing, which boasted a tavern owned by a man named Ollen who, thankfully, recognised us as travellers who had passed through his town a few days earlier. He welcomed us warmly and insisted that we stay with him rather than continue on alone.

"This is a dangerous place," he told us. "The Brotherhood is everywhere these days, seeking out people like you."

"We've seen them," Lynas assured him. "They tried to kill us."

Ollen grunted and gestured towards the door. "Go and find yourselves somewhere to sleep," he ordered. "I'll bring something hot over in a while."

We thanked him for his kindness and made our way upstairs, following the sound of voices and laughter drifting down from below. There were eight other guests in the common room but none of them seemed overly interested in us; instead they spoke quietly amongst themselves. When we reached our rooms, however, we found our things scattered everywhere and Lynas' belongings gone entirely. My own possessions remained untouched, and I wondered briefly if they were safe enough. I pushed the thought aside, reasoning that whatever Ollen did, it would surely be nothing worse than theft. I doubted either Lynas nor I was worth robbing on their own. Besides, we had more pressing concerns.

I found her in the second bedroom, sitting cross-legged on the bed and staring into space. She jumped at my approach and turned away, blushing faintly at having been caught.

"Are you alright?" I asked. "What happened?"

"He took my things," she said, gesturing vaguely at the floor. "Everything except my cloak and boots. But that wasn't really what upset me."

I knelt next to her and placed a hand gently on her shoulder. "Then tell me."

She looked into my face for a long time before speaking. "I don't want to lose you," she confessed at length. "I can't bear the thought of being separated from you again. Not ever."

For a moment I just stared at her, unable to speak or move. Then, very softly, I touched her cheek. Her skin was warm beneath my fingertips and her mouth trembled as I leaned forward and pressed a kiss to her forehead. "Don't worry," I said. "I promise you we'll stay together this time."

***

The next morning we left Narlen's Crossing early, hoping to reach a village called Lyrn's Dale that lay only a few days' ride ahead. By midday I felt sure I had done something wrong. The girl kept looking at me and smiling, and every time she did it made my heart race and brought back the same feelings of fear I had experienced when I first laid eyes upon her. It was almost impossible not to notice how attractive she was and my mind constantly wandered to the question of whether she was actually old enough to be travelling alone. The thought that perhaps she was a child, orphaned of both parents by the war, was disturbing. Even so, my desire to protect her had never been stronger and I found myself constantly thinking up excuses why we should spend more time together before continuing on our journey. I knew that she must have noticed my thoughts, yet she did not seem perturbed by them at all.

"Do you know where you're going?" she asked, after we stopped to rest for an hour. "We've travelled quite far south since leaving Narlen's Crossing."

I shrugged. "To my aunt's home," I replied. "It's just outside a place called Roridhold."

Lynas frowned, glancing around us and seeing no obvious landmarks to help us orientate ourselves. "How do you know it's even there?"

I grinned and patted his hand. "Because I grew up there," I explained. "I still remember the street names. And I know the way from there to my aunt's house."

The girl smiled and raised an eyebrow in silent question. I laughed at her expression. "Aunt Merethia is my mother's sister," I said. "She has a farm a little further north, close to the city of Serekirk."

She nodded slowly, seeming to understand. "Your family live in the country, then? Do you visit often?"

Again I laughed. "Only at festivals," I admitted, "and those are rare these days."

Her face betrayed a look of concern that I could not miss. "But... you're going back?"

I hesitated, suddenly unsure of what to say. How much should I tell her? Was it wise to mention such things with someone else present, even if they were a complete stranger? Would that somehow change their opinion of us?

"Yes," I replied finally, "we're going back."

There was a long pause, during which she studied my face intently, before asking in a soft voice, "Will you go back to them soon? Will you see your father?"

My throat tightened at her words and I could find nothing to say to ease her fears. "I don't know," I told her eventually, forcing the words out of me. "Maybe. We'll be heading south in the morning."

The girl nodded and closed her eyes, obviously troubled by something. I wanted to ask her but decided against it. Instead I sat quietly, staring off into the distance for a while until her breathing slowed and stopped, and I could tell she had fallen asleep. My heart ached for her and I found myself wondering whether or not I would survive the battle that seemed sure to come. Perhaps, once the fighting was over, my aunt would take the girl in and raise her as one of her own. If nothing else, surely she deserved a good home and a safe upbringing.

The thought brought fresh tears to my eyes and I swallowed them away. A moment later I heard Lynas shift beside me and turned to meet his gaze. He smiled at me and gave me a nod, and for a while I sat there and watched the girl's chest rise and fall with each slow breath. I was glad to have found a companion along the road but I could hardly deny that I was also afraid for her. She was young and vulnerable, and I wondered what sort of life awaited her beyond our journey. Perhaps it would be better for her if she did not go with us. Maybe, instead, she should remain here, and I would keep her safe and happy.

In the end I realised that I didn't care what happened to her. That it didn't matter who she went off with or what became of her future, as long as she found some happiness and peace of mind in whatever years she had left. It was only then that I understood why I had chosen this path rather than returning home with my uncle. It was because I had grown tired of watching others suffer while doing nothing to help them. It was why I had taken up the sword and fought alongside my friends. And it was why, despite all my worries about what might happen to her, I knew I would not turn away from her now, no matter what it cost me.

That night as we lay beneath the stars, I reached out to clasp her hand in mine. Her fingers curled against my palm like a bird's claws but they felt warm, and when she opened her eyes I could tell that she was smiling in sleep. For a time we simply lay together on our backs, watching the sky above us as the wind blew gently through the trees, rustling the leaves overhead and causing the light-brown ones to dance about. There was nothing more to say between us, so I allowed myself to rest. But as my eyes grew heavy I began to wonder if perhaps I had made a mistake; if maybe my presence could lead her astray and put her in danger.

And yet, as I considered the girl and how she looked upon me so trustingly and with such warmth, I realised that I could not leave her alone. The thought was both frightening and liberating at the same time, like stepping off a cliff and falling headfirst towards a great abyss below me.

Perhaps I really am a fool.

The next day, after a quick breakfast, we set off again, following the road north. We walked without conversation as we made our way down the hillside and into the rolling countryside beyond. I noticed that the fields around us were full of wild flowers in a variety of colours that matched the changing grasses. In places, the land was dotted with small trees and bushes, some bearing bright red berries and others with green leaves that swayed gently in the breeze. At one point there were even a few black birds flying above us, their feathers fluffed out to keep them cool on a hot day. It felt good to walk beneath the sun's rays, to feel the warmth of the earth upon my skin once again and to breathe clean air that hadn't been tainted by smoke and ash.

After several hours' walking, however, I became aware of another, more subtle change in the atmosphere and stopped to look around. As far as I could tell, I was still alone, but it occurred to me then that maybe there were other travellers who used this route. If they were passing through the same stretch of woodland we were then, perhaps they too were travelling north.

I glanced back over my shoulder to where Lynas stood behind me and gave him a questioning look, which he returned with a shake of his head. He gestured for me to continue walking and so I did, turning my gaze forward as we continued down the hillside. The sound of his footsteps sounded loud in my ears but soon enough he caught up with me and walked beside me without speaking. He kept his eyes forward as well, his face blank but for the occasional frowning glance that betrayed his thoughts. For some reason, those glances seemed to annoy me. I couldn't put my finger on why that should be, but I decided I disliked having someone else see me in such a way. That wasn't entirely fair of me, I supposed, since he'd probably been doing little else these past weeks except stare at me. Still, it felt wrong somehow. As though I were being seen by a stranger and I wanted nothing more than for him to stop. But he didn't – and after a short while it occurred to me that perhaps he never would.

We moved on in silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts until suddenly Lynas spoke. "How many days will it take us to reach the nearest town?" he asked quietly.

"About two," I answered, keeping my eyes ahead and refusing to look at him.

He nodded slowly, apparently satisfied with my answer and then said: "I'm sorry."

I glanced over at him and found him staring at me in concern. "For what?" I asked, although I already knew exactly what he meant.

He sighed and shook his head. "You've always been like this... ever since we met, actually. You're very guarded; you won't let anyone get close to you. I know I can be a terrible person, but I want to apologise for how I treated you before... especially when you were trying to help me."

"Apology accepted," I said, looking straight ahead once more.

There was a pause, a long moment of awkward silence where we stared at each other in complete and utter silence. Then Lynas broke away from me and continued walking without saying anything further. We left the woodland behind us shortly afterwards and followed a track through the fields until we reached the edge of the next settlement, a small village nestled between hills that overlooked the nearby river. A man and woman sat outside a house, washing clothes in a large pool of clear water. When they noticed us, they both rose quickly, faces showing surprise at first then confusion at seeing two strangers emerge from the woods.

We approached them, neither of us quite sure what to say. "Where is the closest town?" Lynas finally asked.

The man turned to us, looking confused for just an instant before recognition dawned upon his face. "My goodness!" he exclaimed, running to us. "What happened? Are you alright?"

Lynas shook his head in answer to the question while I simply replied: "Yes, thank you."

The man stopped in front of us and stared at us intently, obviously concerned. "Well?" he demanded. "Are you safe or aren't you?"

Lynas looked at me and shrugged.

I smiled slightly, feeling strangely reassured at being recognised. "No need to worry," I said. "It's good to be home again."

A wide smile spread across the man's face. "Goodness gracious, boy," he said. "Why do you call me 'man' if you're only sixteen years old? I must have heard that joke about a hundred times since last I saw you!"

Lynas frowned slightly. "You haven't seen me since I was eleven, sir," he stated.

"And yet here I am," the man laughed. "Come inside, come inside. Your friends are waiting for you." He grabbed Lynas by the shoulder and started to drag him towards the door. "Now hurry up, before the others miss you."

We entered the house and found ourselves facing three people sitting together in the living room. All were dressed in simple homespun clothing that showed their status to be modest but not poor. Two of them had the same dark brown hair and olive skin colouring as Lynas, whereas the third had blondish white hair and blue eyes that reminded me somewhat of a bird's. They were all older than Lynas, although no more than eighteen or nineteen years old at most judging by appearance alone. They all wore curious expressions on their faces that suggested they thought us something unusual, perhaps even dangerous. One of them was clearly older than the rest, her features showing the marks of age and experience. Her face was pale and thin but there was an intelligence and wisdom in her gaze that spoke of many tales and adventures she had witnessed in her lifetime. The oldest-looking of the three stood up and came forwards to greet us; he was tall, lean and muscular with deep red hair tied back from a face which seemed somehow both familiar and alien. His features were strong and masculine yet there was something gentle about his expression.

"Welcome home, son," the man said, reaching out to grasp Lynas's shoulders and squeeze them gently. "You've grown into a fine young man, but please don't call me 'sir'. I'm not one anymore."

The younger man standing next to Lynas chuckled softly before answering. "You never were, Lynas," he said. "You were always 'son' to me."

"And I'll always be yours," Lynas replied. "But it's good to see you too, Tom."

Tom gave Lynas a brief hug before releasing him and turning to me. "This is my brother, Edwyn," he said.

I nodded at him and said, "Hello."

Edwyn grinned as though he hadn't just met me a few seconds ago. "Ah, so you're the boy that saved Lynas from those bandits!" he exclaimed. "I can't believe it took you this long to find your way home."

I felt rather uncomfortable at being called a hero by someone barely old enough to shave but I kept quiet nonetheless.

Edwyn laughed and patted me on the arm. "Relax, lad," he said. "No one expects you to be some great warrior or anything like that."

He paused and regarded me thoughtfully before adding: "Not that you couldn't be, mind you. If you wanted to be anyway."

I flushed and muttered something about how I'd never wanted any such thing, before asking: "Who are they?" I gestured towards the two other people in the room.

The man who had been talking to Lynas smiled broadly as he answered, "Those are my parents, Alwyn and Meryl." The woman who had remained sitting down rose to stand by his side as he introduced her. "Meryl, this is Gwyna and Lynas."

Meryl smiled warmly and held out her hand to me. "Gwyna is my mother," she explained. "She would have preferred for me to be born male and take after our father but that didn't happen. Still, I am proud to be the mother of a hero." She smiled as she added, "Though it's not surprising really; Alwyn's stories of your exploits have gone far beyond the walls of this village and I know that there are several villages nearby that revere you."

I could hardly tell her that she wasn't the first person to say something like that to me recently; the entire city of Rauris and the surrounding towns had heard about my deeds and it was only a matter of time before they reached the ears of my parents. As far as I knew, my parents still lived in Rauris and hadn't come north when I left because they weren't well enough off to travel. However, if what everyone else had been saying was true then they wouldn't have minded very much either way.

Lynas grinned at Meryl. "Don't worry about it," he told her. "If the truth ever got out I doubt anyone would care that you're a woman." He turned to me and said, "It's alright for you; you're not related to them."

I looked sideways at him and asked, "Are you sure about that? Don't you think you might need to watch your words in front of your uncle?"

"Oh, we're quite close," Edwyn interjected. "I spend half my life with Lynas and the other with Gwyna."

"That's... nice," I said slowly. I wasn't entirely comfortable having another man around, especially since he had already claimed Lynas as family. I also suspected that he was probably more experienced in bed than I was and I wondered whether that was going to cause any problems between us. After all, Lynas and I had only just discovered each other's secret desires, and I had no idea how long that would last once everyone found out about it. Perhaps Edwyn wouldn't even be here now if I had been able to keep my mouth shut.

Still, despite these reservations I decided that it wasn't my place to object. Instead I said, "I guess I should go and get changed."

Lynas nodded. "There's an extra set of clothes in the wardrobe in my room," he said. "Take whatever you want."

I did so and soon found myself wearing Lynas's shirt and trousers while my hair was tied back in his mannerisms. Once dressed I returned to the main room where Lynas was telling his story to his uncle and the villagers.

Alwyn nodded sagely. "You were right then," he told Lynas. "You've done quite well."

Meryl giggled softly at this and Edwyn chuckled. "Yes, well," he said. "You're lucky you came along when you did."

Lynas frowned and said, "What do you mean?"

His uncle smiled knowingly at him and said, "We saw the smoke from the fire, so we guessed there must have been some sort of battle taking place here."

He took a deep breath as he continued. "However, when we approached the farmhouse we realised that something worse was happening. The door was hanging off its hinges and most of the windows had been broken out; whoever had attacked this house clearly had no concern for their captives' lives."

Lynas shook his head sadly. "It appears that the people inside had been burned alive," he said.

I shuddered at the thought. "How awful..." I muttered.

Edwyn nodded at me before turning back to his nephew. "That's why I sent Lynas to the village to bring help rather than risk going into the ruins myself. You see," he paused, "this is where I come in."

Lynas frowned and asked, "What happened next, Uncle?"

Edwyn chuckled and waved him to silence. He cleared his throat and said, "The villagers were understandably upset by what they saw. In addition, I told them that I was going to make certain that justice was done, and that you and I would be returning to collect those responsible."

Lynas gave an exasperated grunt. "And that's why I'm here," he said. "You didn't really expect us to just leave them here, did you?"

His uncle nodded. "Exactly, and I'm glad that you agree. Now, if you'll excuse me, I think it's time I paid the people who saved us a visit." He walked past us both towards the door but stopped before leaving. Turning back, he looked at me and spoke.

"Thank you," he told me. "I know I can count on you in case anything else happens."

I shrugged. "No problem," I replied. "After all, you're family."

My comment earned a chuckle from Edwyn and a knowing look from Lynas which caused me to blush slightly.

Once Edwyn was gone Lynas gestured towards the door. "Shall we go and pay our friends a visit, then?" he asked.

I nodded and followed him out into the night air. We made our way to the edge of the village and down to where the survivors still huddled together for protection. As we drew closer, however, we began to notice other things – bloodstains on the ground and clothing, signs of weapons being used and the scent of charred flesh lingering on the air. I could feel tears beginning to well up in my eyes as we neared the group of men and women huddled together beneath an overturned wagon. It took me several moments to realise that the woman lying next to the burning corpse of the child was none other than Lynas's mother; her face was badly burned, with one side of it entirely blackened. She'd obviously already died of the injuries sustained in the fire. The child's body was almost unrecognisable; half of it was blackened like that of his mother.

I felt a hand grip my shoulder and glanced over my shoulder to see Lynas standing behind me, his own eyes moistening with unshed tears. "I'm sorry..." he whispered. "I'm so very sorry... This shouldn't have happened..."

With that he sank to his knees beside his mother's body and wept openly, sobbing as he clutched at the dead girl's hand. I couldn't move – I just stood there and watched him cry. It was only when Edwyn knelt next to us that I felt able to speak.

"She was a good person," I told him quietly. "You loved her, and she loved you too."

He sniffed and wiped the tears from his eyes with the back of his hand. "Yes, she was," he replied simply. "Why does this happen? Why can't people just live in peace?"

I wanted to tell him how wrong he was about that. How everyone deserved a chance to live their life free of violence, but instead I just put my arm around him. "I don't know," I told him. "I wish I did."

We remained kneeling there for some time until we heard shouting coming from behind us and turned to see four armed men approaching.

"Who's in charge here?!" demanded one of them as he came within range of Lynas's voice.

At last, I was able to move. "It's not my place to say," I told the man, "but I think I know someone who can answer your questions."

He scowled at me but said nothing further and fell into step alongside us as we headed back towards Edwyn's home. "Tell me more about this 'friend'," he muttered as we walked. "What's he like?"

I glanced over my shoulder and met his gaze. "He doesn't know who I am," I replied, "and no matter what happens I want him to keep that secret. Please."

The man frowned and shrugged, "As you wish."

***

A month later we returned to the village to discover that the people had been attacked once again – but this time by bandits. The attack occurred during the harvest season while the local people were busy bringing in their crops. They never found out exactly what happened because most of those involved died in the ensuing battle. It seemed likely that the raiders had hoped to use the harvest season lull to carry out a surprise attack and steal whatever they could before everyone started getting ready for winter. That, or perhaps they had been looking for Lynas and his father but hadn't expected to find anyone there since the two of them would have been travelling during that time.

The villagers, including Lynas's mother and grandfather, had taken revenge upon the surviving bandits – though it had cost many of them their lives. One of the bandit chieftains had escaped, but he didn't get far – he fell off a cliff near the town and died. It was only after the villagers had finished their grisly work that Edwyn had shown me his true nature by killing him himself. Lynas had insisted that he stay behind with me and Edwyn so that we could watch over him, and so it had ended up being just the three of us in the small cabin that now served as our base of operations. Edwyn and I weren't happy about that; both of us longed for a real adventure, but I knew that Lynas needed us there to help him through these difficult times. After all, I was the only person alive who actually knew who he truly was, and I couldn't bear the thought of something happening to him again. Besides, I wasn't convinced that I'd survive another encounter with a monster such as that one if we left him behind.

Edwyn and I had kept Lynas hidden away in our house while the rest of the villagers buried the bodies and cleaned up the mess. There had been quite a lot of blood spilled during the attack, and I doubted any of the villagers would dare to approach the house for a long time. We stayed there, hiding in the shadows outside, for several days until we could be sure that no one else in the village was going to go looking for Lynas – or us. Then I told Lynas the truth. He was horrified at first, but then we spent an entire night talking things through together, and eventually he understood why I'd done what I did. By the end of that night we had decided that we were going to leave, to travel south and start a new life somewhere safer. He agreed – though he had refused to join us on that journey – and soon afterwards the three of us departed from the village in which he was born.

We travelled south towards the coast for a while, hoping to catch a ship to the mainland, but we were forced to abandon our plan when word reached us that bandits from the north were marching on the nearest port city and threatening to destroy it entirely. So we made camp instead, and waited there for almost three weeks until news came through that the bandit threat had been dealt with. In the meantime, we had grown accustomed to life on the road, and we had become more skilled at fighting than any of us had ever been before.

It was on a day much like this one that Lynas approached me and asked me if I still believed that he had a future ahead of him.

I stared at him for a moment, trying to understand the question before I realised that it was rhetorical and simply nodded in response. "Yes," I replied, "and so does Edwyn."

Lynas smiled and took me by the hand. "Then let's make the most of the rest of this day," he told me, and we continued on our way towards the village.

***

By the time we arrived back in Edwyn's village we had lost track of how many months had passed since we'd last seen the place. It felt good to be back; I knew that Edwyn and Lynas loved it here, and I was grateful that neither of them wanted to leave yet. As we approached the house where we were staying I saw that a large number of carts and wagons had been parked outside, and that people were moving around within them. My heart leapt with joy at seeing my family again, and I began to run towards them. Edwyn grabbed hold of me as I ran past, stopping me, but not without effort. I looked up into his face and smiled; he was smiling back.

"Are you okay?" he asked. "I'm sorry about that."

I shook my head. "Don't apologise," I told him. "You did the right thing." I turned to look at Lynas next; he smiled broadly but said nothing. We both knew that this wasn't the reason for his silence.

My family greeted me warmly, although they seemed somewhat concerned at first. The two of them were worried about what might have happened to Lynas and me over the months, but when they realised that we were unharmed the fear melted away and was replaced by pride and affection. Even my mother, who never liked either of us very much, showed her relief that we had returned safely. That, more than anything else, reassured me.

Eventually everyone settled down and we started eating dinner; my mother had prepared some stew using ingredients that she had found growing wild nearby. I didn't think it tasted particularly well, but I knew that she enjoyed making it, and so I ate as much as I could stomach.

The following morning I woke to find that Lynas was missing.

A quick search revealed that he was nowhere to be found in the house; all of his belongings remained, and his bed was neatly made, but there was no sign that anyone had slept there recently. A quick inspection of the surrounding area told me that Lynas wasn't anywhere near, and that I had to assume that he must have left the village. But why? He hadn't mentioned any plans to do so when we left, and even if he had there was no point in him running off now. I couldn't work it out; I needed time to think, time to reflect. Maybe if I thought enough I would figure something out.

It wouldn't be for another four days before I discovered the answer to my questions.

We'd just set out to begin our hunt for Lynas when I noticed a large crowd of people gathered along a section of the road not far from the village; they were staring at something in the distance. I stopped and frowned as I examined what was happening further along the road. It appeared that two groups of travellers had just come together there. The larger group consisted of several dozen men armed with bows and spears. They wore dark clothing and looked like outlaws or highwaymen from the stories my father used to tell me; they were obviously not local people from this area and were therefore enemies of the village.

The smaller group contained only eight people; three women and five children, although they carried no weapons that I could see. They wore the same clothes as the other people in the crowd and looked completely terrified, which meant that they weren't bandits or mercenaries. The leader of the smaller group was an old man wearing a grey robe with a black hood concealing his face. Although it was difficult to be sure from such a distance, he looked as though he might have been a priest from some temple or monastery in the capital city. There was something familiar about him, but I couldn't quite place it...

"That's Lynas!" I exclaimed, recognising the man from the picture in my mother's book of prophecies.

All eyes turned towards me and I quickly stepped in front of the others to block their view of the strangers. "I know these people," I said, trying to sound confident. "They're friends of mine from another village."

"Who are they?" asked the woman who had been watching over me during my time in the village, my mother.

I frowned. "That's a secret between me and Lynas. If they're your friends then I trust that you'll keep my secret for me too." She nodded. "Well, we've got to go help them."

The villagers exchanged glances and murmured to each other. My mother's face grew grim and her expression was troubled as she looked at the strangers on the road. After a moment she took hold of my arm and began to drag me forward through the crowd. "Wait here, son," she said softly. "You can't get involved."

"But—"

She put a finger to my lips to quieten me. "No one needs to die today, boy. This isn't a battle."

As she said this a few of the younger men moved closer to the strangers, swords drawn and pointed at their throats. They seemed to understand how dangerous this situation was. As soon as they drew close the stranger in the hood stepped forwards and called out to the leader of the village guard.

"This is a trap, Captain Daven! These men aren't your friends." His voice sounded like a rasping whisper and his words were difficult to make out because of the distance separating us. "If you try to attack us then I swear we will kill every last man in your village. Do we have an understanding?"

My heart pounded with fear and I wanted to scream, To hell with Lynas' secrets! I want to help those people! But of course I couldn't say anything; I had to pretend that I knew nothing and let my mother handle things herself. And that was exactly what she did.

"What do you mean by this?" she demanded, stepping forward into the midst of the gathering and addressing the old man in the grey robe. "Why have you brought these men to our village? How do you think we would respond if you attacked us, even after your previous attempts failed?"

A look of confusion flashed across the old man's face for a moment before he spoke again. "I have already told you that I am not trying to harm anyone; I am merely bringing my followers here because the world will be destroyed very soon and we have nowhere else to go."

The village chief frowned. "So that's all it is?"

"Of course, that is the whole reason I am here. Your god has lied to you, as he once did to my people. He promised us a glorious future as rulers of the world, but it is now clear that he never intended that to happen."

There was a silence as everyone listened to the old man's words and thought about them. My mother continued to speak. "You claim that there is nothing more to you than that; that you have nothing to offer us except empty promises. You say that the end of the world will bring about the destruction of your church."

"Yes, that is true," said the old man. "We will destroy ourselves, just as our lord did when he perished long ago."

"And so you have come here to lead your remaining followers to a better fate," said the village chief, looking up at him.

"Yes."

"How?"

The old man hesitated for a moment before speaking again. "I don't know yet. But I promise that we will find a way."

"A better fate," repeated the chief slowly. "Do you expect us to believe that this end of the world will be any different to the last?"

"It won't," said the old man. "I assure you that this end of the world will truly be the last."

Silence reigned for a while until finally my mother spoke up. "We are prepared to listen, Elder, but before we allow you to leave we must first hear your story."

"Fine." The old man shrugged. "Very well, but I warn you that I cannot tell you everything at once. It takes time to explain such a story properly. First, we need to prepare for what comes next."

He turned to a nearby youth, who looked as though he were perhaps fifteen years old, and commanded him. "Prepare for the journey home."

The boy nodded and moved off at a run towards the forest, leaving the old man alone with my mother and myself. The old man's robes rustled as he started to walk away, but he stopped and returned a moment later carrying a small pack. He opened it and removed several items: two scrolls, a book, a knife and some small containers.

"These should give you everything you need to learn about us," he told my mother. "They contain stories about our god, the true history of our church, information about our gods, the prophecies, everything. Please study them carefully so that you might gain something from them."

My mother nodded and took the objects from him. As she did so he spoke again.

"Thank you for hearing me, Elder. I hope that one day we shall meet again and you will understand what our god wants of you." With that he put the last scroll back inside the pack, closed it and returned it to the boy without another word.

The boy ran off through the village shouting orders for people to gather their belongings and leave, while other villagers hurriedly began to do the same. I noticed my mother watching the old man as he walked away. She seemed deep in thought for a long moment, then slowly shook her head. "No," she said finally. "I still do not trust him."

She reached out and gripped my arm tightly. "Come on, Thomas," she said. "Let us go and help them."

I didn't move. "But, Mother-"

"Now, Thomas!"

With that I was running with my mother towards the village. A crowd had gathered around one of the huts where the elder's son lived, and they were staring up at us as we approached.

"What's happening?" someone shouted.

"The village is being taken over by strangers," said a woman behind us.

I recognised her voice. It was the woman I had spoken to earlier when we'd first entered the village.

"Who are these men?" asked the man I remembered having a heated argument with moments before we'd been attacked by the orcs.

"They're friends of ours," said my mother. "They helped us in the forest and saved us from the Orcs."

"Then they're our saviours!" declared the old man's wife, pushing her way through the crowd of villagers.

The villagers parted as the old man's wife made her way to my mother and I. She grabbed hold of my arm and pulled me closer to her, her eyes wide. "Oh thank the gods," she said breathlessly, tears streaming down her cheeks. "It's good to see you again."

"Lady Kalea," said my mother gently. "You remember me, do you not?"

Kalea blinked and looked away, her face turning red as she realised just whom she was talking to. "I... yes, I do," she stuttered nervously. "Thomas? Is that you?"

I nodded quickly and smiled broadly, forcing a laugh that sounded more forced than I would have liked. I wasn't sure why she was blushing. We'd only seen each other a few hours ago. Still, it probably wasn't the best thing to make light of the situation. My mother noticed and frowned, clearly worried that Kalea could feel my unease.

"We must hurry now," said the old man's wife. "We must leave this place at once if we want to escape this madness before it becomes too late."

"Madness?" I asked suspiciously. "What has happened here, Lady Kalea?"

Lady Kalea looked around and saw that the people of the village had left, many already returning to the forest, leaving only a handful of them behind. She sighed deeply and let her head drop forward slightly.

"I'm afraid it's much worse than we could ever imagine," she answered sadly. "The Orcs have taken over our village. They've destroyed everything, burnt it all down and slaughtered everyone. There's nothing left."

"But..."

"But there's a reason why we can't talk to the Orcs," continued Kalea firmly. "A reason why no one else can speak to them and hear what they say. That's the gift given to us by their god, and it comes with a price. You see, when we use the power they grant us, our minds begin to change as well. Our thoughts become confused and we can't tell what is real any longer." She paused to take a deep breath before continuing. "Our souls are trapped within our bodies like prisoners in our own skin. Eventually, they grow restless until they break free and find their way into others. That's why we're able to communicate with your kind, Thomas; because we have your minds instead of our own. We have lost everything of value in return for this power."

The words hung heavy in the air between us, and even though I knew what she said was true, I felt sick to my stomach. The horror of it hit me like a sledgehammer. It had been years since I last saw my mother but I suddenly couldn't wait to get home and see her again. Not just to see her physically but to see how my mind was different. Was I a prisoner trapped inside my own mind, or could I still be myself? What would happen to her if I went back to the way I used to think? How long before my soul grew restless and tried to force its way free? Would I start acting differently, maybe thinking things I shouldn't? What about my friends? Were they already starting to act differently? Had their thoughts already changed, or would it happen over time as mine did?

"What do you plan on doing?" I asked, finally finding my voice. "Can we help?"

"You can fight with us against the Orcs, but you won't be able to communicate with them. The gift is gone once it leaves your body. We'll need you, but you'll be useless in battle. Besides, if we win then we'll need you to carry word of where the Orcs are hiding out. They're not so foolish as to remain in a single location after the devastation they've wreaked upon this land. If you can lead us to their lair then we might stand a chance of destroying them once and for all."

I glanced at my mother, who nodded slowly.

"If that's what you wish, I will try," I said with a nod.

Lady Kalea nodded as well and turned to her husband, beckoning him towards her with a hand gesture. "Come, John, we must go. This isn't safe anymore. We should make tracks while we still can."

John stood, looking surprised, and walked past her to me. His face was covered in a thin layer of dust and dirt from being outside, and he appeared tired, but his eyes were sharp and he was alert.

"How do you know that name?"

"My father used to call me that," I replied as I held up my hand to show him the brand. "It means 'Son of Thomas.'"

He looked at it and nodded. "So it does." Then he looked back at the villagers, some of whom still lingered near the entrance, watching us. "Do they need aid?"

"No," said Lady Kalea. "They've got what they need." She paused and took a step forward, placing herself squarely before me. "Thank you for your help today. It means more than you know."

I smiled and bowed low to the couple, bowing deeper than I had ever done before. "I thank you for your hospitality. My name is Thomas Erevesic. I am the son of..."

"Yes," said Lady Kalea, cutting me off with a nod, "the same Thomas Erevesic who led your father's army into battle against the Orcs nearly fifty years ago."

Her words were like a cold slap across the face, and it took a moment for them to sink in. Fifty years? No wonder I knew the name of this village! But how could that be possible? Surely I was dead...or at least very much changed.

I stood there in silence for several moments, unsure of what to say next, when a woman came rushing up to me. Her hair was dark brown, almost black, and she had an air of confidence about her that made me want to trust her.

"Sir," she said, looking me in the eye. "Please accept our thanks for your assistance today. We owe you everything."

I didn't know how to answer, but thankfully Lady Kalea stepped forward instead. "We're indebted to you, too, Sir Erevesic. You saved my people by slaying that monster."

"Monster?" I repeated, trying to keep the disbelief out of my voice. Monsters were creatures of legend or children's stories, nothing more.

The woman nodded. "Indeed. A demon of the night. He killed one of my daughters before he fell. The other two are safe now in our homes." She hesitated, seeming to consider something before turning to address me again. "Would you care for some food or drink? Something warm to eat perhaps?"

I shook my head, unsure why I'd have any appetite considering how exhausted I was. "No, not just now..."
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