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Chapter One

 

The mid morning sun touched lightly on the eyes of Mother Midcarn as the pale grey clouds parted. She sniffed sourly and looked up from the scroll she was reading. There was still no sign of them so she returned to her scroll then looked up again. Something in the vicinity had changed. She looked around but the beach was as deserted as it had been when she'd arrived soon after dawn. Deserted, that is to say, in the sense that there were no other people there but, quite naturally, the beach teemed with life. Birds flew overhead or stalked the sand looking for the myriad of small creatures that lived between or below the grains of sand. Those creatures in turn lived their lives until the vicissitudes of life proclaimed them as sustenance for the birds. Worms, too, burrowed through the sand and ants hurried over the surface. Further up the beach, nearer to where the grasses and bushes grew, spiders made their webs and sought to catch those insects that flew at this time of day. Shellfish of various shapes and sizes clung to the sides of rocks that poked out here and there and doubtless there were some crabs buried in the sand, waiting for the tide to return. Importantly, all that lived on, under, above, within or beside this beach, save a few of the more curious birds, ignored the comfortably cushioned armchair that sat on the beach. 

 

There it was again!

 

Mother Midcarn scowled and looked up once more, her concentration broken. The beach was much as it had been moments before. She sniffed sourly again then twisted in her chair to look behind her. The gentle ripples of the sea, pushed by the breeze from the north, foamed quietly amongst the seaweed but kept their distance for now was not yet the time for them to hurry up the sand. Nearby, her boat rested on the beach, the ripples exploring the wooden sides but not yet strong enough to lift the vessel. It looked much as it had when she'd arrived soon after dawn.

 

With a sigh Mother Midcarn stood up and dropped her scroll onto the chair where it re-rolled itself with a quiet snap. Leaning heavily on the back of the armchair as her left knee was bothering her a little today she scanned the sky. There, way off on the horizon, was a line of black cloud and even as she looked there came a rumble of distant thunder. As if in sympathy the pale clouds overhead closed ranks again and the warmth of Astauand disappeared leaving only the chill of the breeze. Three or four boats were heading towards the land.

 

“Pah!” exclaimed Mother Midcarn. “If those two do not hurry up they will be soaked!”

 

She snatched up the scroll again and sat. As a precaution, since she couldn't be certain either would arrive any time soon, a robe appeared and wrapped itself around her. Pale pink in colour and as seemingly flimsy as a spider's web the robe was nonetheless waterproof and would keep her dry in the coming storm. The scroll could look after itself.

 

* * *

 

“I fancy there is a storm coming,” said Logan, staring out to sea. He'd heard the rumble of distant thunder and stopped to see where it was coming from.

 

“And does the prospect not delight you, Logan?” asked Autumn, stopping as well. She looked out to sea and held her hand above her eyes to shield them from the momentary light of Astauand.

 

“No,” said Logan, screwing up his face. “Storms mean rain and rain means getting soaked and getting soaked means a sleepless night unless someone in the village up yonder will take pity on us.”

 

“Ahh Logan, as always you look on the dark side of things,” said Autumn. “Are we not still in the land of Taliesin1

? Doubtless some kind soul will take pity on you and offer you shelter.” 

 

“I daresay you will not take such shelter if offered,” said Logan, watching the dark line of distant cloud. “I've never really understood why you insist on standing in the rain during a thunder storm.”

 

“'Tis not the standing in the rain that I insist on,” said Autumn. “Rain is what storms do. It is the power of the storm that calls to me and why I stand in its path. 'Tis as though Mizule is calling to me even though I know it is Chaahk who speaks. Do you not feel the power in that voice?”

 

“Aye,” said Logan, tearing his eyes away from the building storm clouds, “but 'tis the wet and cold of the rain that I feel the most, especially when it rains all night.”

 

“Then let us hurry to the village,” said Autumn, starting walking again. “The sooner we are there the sooner you will have shelter for there are no trees in this part of the island to shelter under.”

 

They continued on their way in no particular hurry for the storm was some way distant and the few people working the fields waved cheerfully. As yet none of them had downed tools to return to their homes.

 

“These dwellings are intriguing,” said Logan as the village got close. “Doubtless they use stones and rocks because there are no trees but why only to knee height and mud above? Why not stones all the way?”

 

“Mayhap there is a shortage of stones as well as trees,” said Autumn, looking around. “Certainly all the dwellings follow the same pattern.”

 

“Perhaps,” said Logan, “although there have been plenty on our way here.”

 

“Greetings, stranger,” said a young woman emerging from the hut they were studying. “Well met.” She looked at them curiously before putting down her bucket.

 

“And our greetings in return,” said Autumn putting her hands together and bowing her head. “My name is Autumn and my companion is Logan.” Logan did much the same although he smiled rather than spoke.

 

“I be Myryl,” said Myryl. She turned to glance over the front of her dwelling then turned back to face them. “Be there some fault with my dwelling? You be looking at it most closely.”

 

“My apologies if we have caused you any alarm, Myryl,” said Autumn. “We are travellers and have not seem such dwellings as these. Ones built entirely of mud or of stone but never mud above stone such as this.”

 

“Oh,” said Myryl. She looked levelly at them then picked up her bucket before turning to look back at the dwelling. “Well, that be how we do it. Can't say as I know why. I just live in it. If you be wanting an explanation best you be asking my Ayen. It be him what be putting it together, see.”

 

“It is not a matter of great importance,” said Logan. “Just idle curiosity.”

 

“You think my dwelling be just an idle curiosity then?” said Myryl, frowning. “Mayhap that be because you are travellers with no homes of your own but it is my home and of great importance to me.”

 

“I apologise if my companion has given offence,” said Autumn, putting her hands together again and bowing her head. “He meant only that our interest in its building was just our curiosity and intended no slight or criticism.”

 

“That's right,” interjected Logan. “'Tis a very nice dwelling and I would be proud to live in one just like it.”

 

“Well that's all right then,” said Myryl, beaming. She put down her bucket again. “We be very happy here. Aye, contented too. So what brings you here? You want to stay and build a place of your own?”

 

“Alas no,” said Autumn, “although this village would seem a most delightful place to live. What name has it?”

 

“'Tis Smysse,” said Myryl proudly. “'Tis the biggest village in these parts. We have upwards of fifteen families living here.” 

 

“Most impressive,” said Autumn, ignoring the look Logan gave her.

 

“Aye, reckon so,” said Myryl, “although I hear tell there are bigger places elsewhere. Can't say as I've ever been elsewhere, cepting where I come from, like, but there it is. Where be you from?”

 

“We are from across the water,” said Autumn, pointing out to sea. “Aferraron.”

 

“Oh aye,” said Myryl, twisting to look round the side of her dwelling to see the sea. “Ayen said there were places over there. Nice there is it?”

 

“We have no complaints,” said Autumn.

 

“So why be you leaving to come here?” asked Myryl. “Makes no sense to me to leave a place you be liking to come to another place.”

 

“Unless you like that place more,” said Logan, “which is probably why you left where you were born to come here.”

 

“Ohh I liked it well enough there,” she said. “Only it was just me Ma and Da and us kids so I be coming here to find a man. Reckon as how I'll be staying here now I have one. So why be you moving on if you be liking Smysse more than that there Aferfon?”

 

“Because that is what we do,” said Autumn. “Tell me, there are several boats on the beach over there. Do you think anyone in Smysse would be willing to return us across the sea?”

 

“Oh reckon so,” said Myryl. “We be a friendly helpful lot although that there Yvun be a bit of a lazy rascal so don't you be wasting your time asking him. My Ayen be returning. Reckon as you best be asking him.”

 

“Ah, thank you,” said Autumn. “Umm, is that him?” She pointed to an older man who was walking towards them from the beach.

 

“Aye,” said Myryl, looking round and waving. The man waved back although he didn't look best pleased. “How be the fishing, love?” she called, taking a few paces towards him.

 

“Not a damned thing,” said Ayen. “Storm be scaring them away most like. So who be these? Friends of yours, are they?”

 

“They be Autumn and Logan from across the sea, love,” said Myryl. “They be passing through and want someone to take them back.”

 

“What, to the lands as be lying across the sea?” said Ayen, his eyes opening wide in surprise. “Ain't no one here what be doing that for you. Our boats be just little fishing boats and not built for the high seas. We be fishing close to shore, like, see. Don't reckon as though anyone from round these parts would venture far out. Certainly not as far as you be wanting. Love to help you, see, but it ain't worth the risk, like.”

 

“What about that one?” asked Logan. “That looks bigger than the others and more sturdily built. Who does it belong to?”

 

“Which one?” asked Ayen, turning to look back at the beach. “Theys all be looking much the same size to me, 'cepting Rasyn's, of course, which be little more than a canoe.”

 

“That one,” said Logan, pointing. “At the far end of the beach.”

 

“Reckon your eyes be playing tricks on you, lad,” said Ayen. “There be no boat at the far end of the beach. Just our four down this end. Reckon you be thinking that outcrop of rock be a big boat but it ain't. It be just an outcrop of rock and weed.”

 

“No, it be a little way before the rock,” said Logan. “It has a mast and a …” He petered out as he realised that the boat looked a little familiar.

 

“Aye, 'tis just a rocky outcrop, Logan,” said Autumn, digging her elbow in his ribs.

 

“You know, I think you're right,” said Logan, rubbing the side of his chest. “My mistake.”

 

“Aargh, no matter, lad,” said Ayen. “Myryl, you be offering victuals to our guests then?”

 

“Oh!” exclaimed Myryl, throwing up her hands in horror. “You must think me so rude! My apologies. I was so surprised to see strangers here I did not think to … please forgive me!”

 

“There is nothing to forgive,” said Autumn, dragging her eyes away from the far end of the beach to look at Myryl. “We are travellers, not beggars and best we be on our way.”

 

“By the by,” said Ayen, giving Myryl a small shove in the direction of the hut. “We have little save some dried fish and bread but what we have is yours. I know not your plans but best you be riding out the storm with us tonight and go on your way on the morrow, lessen you be wanting to bide a while longer in Smysse. 'Tis a nice enough place when all's said and done.”

 

“That is most generous of you,” said Autumn. “A gift given freely is most precious indeed. What say you, Logan?”

 

“Um, what?” asked Logan, looking round from staring at the far end of the beach.

 

“What say you to sharing food with Ayen and Myryl?” asked Autumn. “Mayhap even staying the night?”

 

“Oh, umm, thank you,” said Logan. “Most kind and, umm, generous. Thank you.”

 

“Grand,” said Ayen, picking up Myryl's bucket. “I be going to see what be keeping the lass. You want to come inside or stay out here?”

 

“I'd like to stay out here,” said Autumn. “I have a fascination with storms and take pleasure in watching them approach.”

 

Ayen stared at her for a few moments then chuckled.

 

“Aye, tis clear you be not a fisher then,” he said. “If you be then first sight of a storm you be turning tail and running the other way. Come inside when you have a mind to.”

 

“Thank you,” said Autumn. 

 

Ayen scratched his head and looked at them for a few moments then stomped off with the bucket.

 

“Are you thinking what I'm thinking?” asked Logan quietly, looking back at the far end of the beach.

 

“Like as not,” said Autumn, looking that way as well and matching his quietness. “Ayen is a stranger to us but 'tis likely he would see a boat bigger than his on the beach if it were there.”

 

“But you do see it?” asked Logan uncertainly.

 

“As do you,” said Autumn, “which raises at least three possibilities in my mind.”

 

“Three?” exclaimed Logan. “I can think of only one. 'Tis Mother Midcarn, come to foist difficulties upon us again.”

 

“That is but one possibility,” said Autumn, “although I venture the foisting of difficulties is not her intent. She would see it more as giving her aid, as I do.”

 

“Perhaps,” said Logan. “And the other possibilities?”

 

“There are others who have boats that cannot be seen,” said Autumn. “'Twould be wrong of us to assume that boat yonder is Mother Midcarn's.”

 

“Not so,” said Logan. “I thought of that and discounted it for we can see it but Ayen cannot. If it were someone other than Mother Midcarn's then I would expect us not to see it either.”

 

“A fair point,” said Autumn. “But there is still the possibility that it is an outcrop of rock or something else known to Ayen but unknown to us and that we are mistaken in thinking it is a boat.”

 

“But it looks like Mother Midcarn's boat,” said Logan, “and if it is why would she be here? There are no libraries or anything else that would occupy her thoughts.”2

 

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn, “and it may simply be that she has finished with her business in Schtei and has stopped here to wait for the storm's passing before continuing on her way somewhere else. 'Twould be wrong of us to presume that we are the purpose of her visit here, if indeed it is she. There may not be a boat there.”

 

“But we both see it,” said Logan.

 

“We both think we see it,” corrected Autumn. “We may both be wrong. We can only be sure by visiting it.”

 

“And doubtless that is your intent,” said Logan. “But think on this. If it is Mother Midcarn and she is here because we are, would it not be best to walk the other way?”

 

“We have discussed this often enough, Logan,” said Autumn, “and it is a flaw in your thinking because the presence of Mother Midcarn does not always mean trouble is in store for us and even if it did her presence would be to aid us, not draw the troubles upon us. After all, when last we saw that boat was not her intent merely to visit a library?”

 

“Perhaps that was her intent,” retorted Logan, “but did she not bring the wrath of Ratanbismet upon us?”

 

“As I recall,” said Autumn, “it was you that draw the wrath of Ratanbismet when you broke the jar that entrapped it.”

 

“So now you blame me for that?” asked Logan, hurt. “'Twas not my fault the jar was so old and decrepit that is fell apart at the merest touch.”

 

“Not at all, friend Logan,” said Autumn, putting her hand on Logan's arm. “Doubtless the jar was close to falling apart at the touch of a speck of dust and 'twas nothing more than misfortune that caused us to be there when it did but even you must concede that the release of Ratanbismet was not at the hand of Mother Midcarn.”

 

“Oh I suppose so,” said Logan with a sigh.

 

“And you neglect another possibility,” said Autumn. “One I suspect that would be more to your liking.”

 

“What's that?” he asked.

 

“You heard Ayen,” she said. “There are no boats here that are big enough to cross the sea and I suspect that will be true of all of Taliesin for we have seen no boats of any great size on our travels here. I rather think that if we are to leave this island we will either have to cast ourselves adrift in Fiau again or return past the Wall of Loriki to Coot-Tha in order to find a boat back to Wase. Mayhap, if that is indeed Mother Midcarn's boat on the beach, she is here simply to offer us passage. It may even be that she is not there herself and has sent the boat to fetch us.”

 

“Well, perhaps,” said Logan, “but how likely do you think that is?”

 

“I cannot say,” said Autumn, “and until we have more knowledge we can do little more than speculate. Come, let us take food with Myryl and Ayen and talk of life in Smysse then afterwards explore the beach before the storm arrives. At the very least you are assured of protection from the storm by their kindness in offering us sanctuary for the night.”

 

“That's if the mud part does not blow away first,” said Logan.

 

“Oh Logan,” exclaimed Autumn, punching him gently on his upper arm. “You are determined to think ill of everything today, are you not!”

 

“Aye,” said Logan, “and that is wrong of me I know.” He paused then his eyes lit up and he laughed happily. “Come, let us partake of a great feast and enjoy every morsel then go find Mother Midcarn and assure her that no matter what difficulties she sends us we shall prevail for not only do we have right on our side but we have the invincible Autumn Savannah!”

 

“That I am invincible is a great falsehood,” said Autumn, “but if I should come anywhere near to that then you know the reason why.” She noticed Myryl peer anxiously through the doorway to the hut so she started walking towards it.

 

“And what is that reason?” asked Logan, hurrying after her.

 

“You, Logan, of course,” said Autumn, pushing him inside. “Enjoy your dried fish.”

 




Chapter Two

 

Astauand may have been past Its peak when Autumn and Logan emerged from Myryl's hut but It may not, it was difficult to tell. The earlier thin grey clouds overhead had thickened and darkened and Astauand was nowhere to be seen. The thin black line of the coming storm that had separated the sea from the sky was now considerably closer and Chaahk's jagged spears flashed downwards in places to bury themselves in the dark waters. A discernable air of tension lay over the land as every living thing, as well as a few dead, sought whatever protection they could find from Chaahk's coming rage. As if there were not enough clues, the wind had picked up from a light breeze and now gusted strongly, throwing dirt and sand into undulating swirls that danced with joyous expectation before collapsing in on themselves.

 

“That boat be still there,” said Logan quietly and unnecessarily as both their pairs of eyes had sought the end of the beach as soon as they emerged. A lone man, late to return to the beach, was struggling to pull his boat up to sit alongside the other fishing boats at the near end of the beach.

 

“Aye,” said Autumn cheerfully. “Come on!”

 

She strode forward to follow the path that lead down the grassy slope to the beach but Logan hung back. His eyes had strayed to the approaching storm and he was filled with unease.

 

“Perhaps we should wait until the storm has passed,” he called but Chaahk snatched his words from his mouth and threw them away from Autumn. After several heartbeats during which she strode further away with no sign of having heard him Logan sighed and started after her. With Aloidia's aid they would be back at the hut before the storm reached the shore.

 

Autumn jumped down from the grass onto the sand and hurried over to the late arrival. The man was slowly hauling the boat in jerky fits and starts away from the water and cursing its lack of cooperation in a continuous stream of invective. Autumn grabbed the side of the boat near the front and, lifting it so it could no longer bury itself in the sand, she ran up the beach to where a line of posts had been embedded. Surprised by the sudden disappearance of his boat the man fell forwards in the sand. By the time he had picked himself up and sworn some more Autumn had tied the boat to the last of the posts.

 

“Are you hurt?” she called, hurrying back.

 

“Who be you?” asked the man, staring at her in astonishment and careless of the sand that caked his entire front.

 

“I am Autumn,” she said. “A stranger in these parts but I fancied you needed some assistance in securing your boat. My apologies for not warning you.”

 

“That be right kind of you missy,” he said. “Reckon the others be already inside their huts but like a fool I stayed out longer in the hope of a catch. Reckon you best be getting inside yourself missy, and that there lad yonder if he be with you. You be having somewhere to stay?”

 

“We are spending the night with Ayen and Myryl,” said Autumn as Logan joined them.

 

“Oh aye,” he said. “Friends of yours are they?”

 

“We have shared food with them,” said Autumn.

 

“That's nice,” he said. “Oh, I be Hyane, Ayen's brother.” He suddenly realised he was covered in sand and started to vigorously slap himself.

 

“I have tied your boat to the post,” said Autumn when he was near done, “but 'twould be best if you checked the tying for knots are not a skill I have studied and it may well be insufficient.”

 

“Aye, will do,” said Hyane. “Reckon as it'll be needing a twisted abaz counter hitch for that there storm what be coming. Aye, and another line too I be reckoning so the bastard be not thrashing round and breaking itself to pieces. You off to Ayen's now then?”

 

“Soon,” said Autumn. “We are going for a walk along the beach first.”

 

“Well, reckon you be double quick about it missy,” he said. Something in his eyes suggested he thought she was quite mad. “Storm be upon us soon enough and you won't be wanting us to haul you in with the fish come the morrow.”

 

“We will,” said Autumn. “Have no fears on that score.”

 

“Aye,” said Hyane with a decisive nod. He turned to look at the sky behind him then turned back. “Funny, Ayen never said he's a-knowing strangers, like. Still, I be thanking you for your aid once more. That were right impressive the way you be hauling my boat up the sand. Right impressive indeed.”

 

“'Tis just a knack I have,” said Autumn.

 

“Mayhap one you can teach me,” said Hyane, “but not right now, I reckon. Best I be checking the knots then getting inside. Don't you be wandering too far missy.”

 

“We will not,” said Autumn.

 

“Humph,” said Hyane, nodding again. He looked to be about to say something else then abruptly stomped up the sand and started lashing another rope to the back end of the boat.

 

Autumn glanced at Logan and he smiled and shrugged but didn't say anything. She turned and they both started walking along the beach, staying clear of the waves that were now surging in and rushing half way or more up the beach.

 

“I wonder what a twisted abaz counter hitch is,” she mused, looking at the boat at the far end of the beach.

 

“Sploop knows,” said Logan. “I reckon them as spends their time in boats spend their time when not in boats thinking up new kinds of knots for they seem to have a fearful lot of them. Mayhap they have an aversion to tying a rope the same way twice.”

 

“Doubtless there is a purpose behind them all,” said Autumn. “I think I might spend some time with Ayen or Hyane or both tomorrow learning something of the art of knots. I confess the name twisted abaz counter hitch excites my curiosity and I would know more. Do you suppose Mother Midcarn has used such a knot to secure her boat?”

 

“I wager she does not bother with knots at all,” said Logan. “No boat of hers would be stupid enough to drift away unless she wanted it to. You think that is her boat?”

 

“Now we are close it would seem identical to the one she came to Schtei in,” said Autumn. “Although I see no sign of her on top.”

 

“I think them as have boats say 'on deck',” said Logan, “although I know not what a deck is.”

 

“Is that so?” asked Autumn. “Intriguing.” She stopped three or four paces away from the boat and studied it. “Yes, I am certain this is the same boat. Mayhap she is inside. I am reluctant to call out in case someone in the village hears and thinks we are in need of aid.”

 

“Easily fixed,” said Logan and waded through the knee deep water to bang his staff on the side of the boat. It echoed woodenly but no one called out or appeared. He banged again, with the same result.

 

“'Twould seem likely no one is inside,” he said, wading back. “I wonder where she is.” He shook some water from his feet then looked around the foreshore. “That be a strange looking bush.”

 

“Where?” asked Autumn, turning from looking at the storm. “Ohh, that pink thing? Are you sure it is a bush? 'Twould appear not to have leaves unless that be a giant petal but it does not seem to be attached to anything.”

 

“Well, 'tis not a rock,” said Logan, going over and poking it. “'Tis soft and yielding.”

 

“Most strange,” said Autumn, walking slowly around the thing. “And this would appear to be a scroll.” She stooped and picked up the scroll. She unrolled it a little then shook her head. “'Tis in no language I know. Do you suppose Mother Midcarn has left a cache of scrolls here and this one has fallen out?”

 

“I know not but whatever is inside is making a noise,” said Logan. “Listen.”

 

Autumn cocked her head and listened, her eyes locked on the pink shroud.

 

“Hah!” she exclaimed. “'Tis someone snoring! Here, take these,” and she handed Logan her staff and the scroll. Gently she felt around the shroud then, finding the edge, cautiously pulled it back to reveal a familiar small but stout figure with grey hair asleep in a well upholstered armchair.

 

“Wakey wakey!” screamed the scroll and leapt out of Logan's hand onto Mother Midcarn's lap. Autumn's hand instinctively flashed to grab it but it was too fast even for her.

 

Mother Midcarn spluttered then her eyes flicked open. She studied their faces for a few moments.

 

“Well, you two took your good sweet time getting here,” she said grumpily. She wriggled in the chair a little so she was sitting upright and the scroll fell off her lap onto the ground again. “I've been waiting for you since dawn.” 

 

Logan stooped to pick the scroll up but changed his mind. He hadn't liked the way it had jumped out of his hand. It had felt warm and almost alive, like a rat although smooth and not furry. It had been quite off-putting. The pale pink robe disappeared silently but neither he nor Autumn noticed.

 

“Had we known you were waiting we would have got here sooner,” said Autumn. “Mayhap you could have left word with Myryl or met us earlier.”

 

“I was not certain where you were,” said Mother Midcarn, “but I knew you would turn up here sooner or later. I saw you both on this beach in my Mirror.” She looked around with distaste at the grasses and brambles surrounding her. “Did you move me here?”

 

“We have only just arrived,” said Autumn. “We went to your boat then saw a strange bush which turned out to be you.”

 

“Well someone has,” she said, standing up. “I was sitting in my chair down there before, beside the boat with a good view of the beach.”

 

“'Twas me,” squeaked the scroll. “You fell asleep and the water was fast approaching.”

 

“I was not asleep!” exclaimed Mother Midcarn irritably. “I was merely deep in the deepest of thoughts. Come here!”

 

The scroll visibly hesitated then slowly rose up to hover in front of Mother Midcarn's face.

 

“'Tis not for you to make judgements concerning me,” said Mother Midcarn sternly. She tapped the scroll firmly in the centre and the scroll drooped mournfully. Logan felt quite sorry for it. “But I thank you for wet feet are not a delight at my age. Go back to the boat.” The scroll stopped drooping and quivered happily then disappeared. So did the chair.

 

“And how are you both?” asked Mother Midcarn. “You look well Logan. Are you?”

 

“Quite well, thank you,” said Logan. “As do you, Mother Midcarn.”

 

“And growing a beard I see,” she said. “I fancy it will not suit you however. It makes you look much older. And you, Autumn, you are well?”

 

“I am very well,” said Autumn. “And I am glad we meet you again for I want to thank you most deeply for your intervention with Xanthous to end my blindness.”3

 

 

“Ahh, so that has already happened then,” said Mother Midcarn, peering intently into Autumn's eyes. “Yes, they seem clear enough. Can you see as well as before?”

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn. “Perhaps even a little better for far distant things seem a little clearer and less hazy than before but it is difficult to remember. It was remiss of me not to be more aware of my sight before losing it.”

 

“And rightly so,” said Mother Midcarn. “'Twould be foolish to concentrate on how you see rather than what you see. You have experienced no ill effects? Nothing untoward?”

 

“Nothing,” said Autumn, “save only the greatest of joy renewed at the seeing of each new dawn when I had expected only a lifetime of darkness. I have not the words to express my feelings on this but a mere thank you does not even point to the beginning of how to express my gratitude.”

 

“Come child, you embarrass me,” said Mother Midcarn, looking a little flustered. “I did nothing save remind Xanthous of Its indebtedness to you.4

 Had I had the power to aid you directly I would have but, alas, I do not.”

 

“I asked Sayiya, the Messenger of Xanthous, to convey my deepest thanks to Xanthous and doubtless Sayiya has done so,” said Autumn. “Should the time ever come when I meet with Xanthous again I shall express my thanks personally but I doubt that I ever will. Still, had it not been for your intercession Xanthous would not have known of my affliction. I cannot ever repay my debt to you or to Xanthous. Once again I thank you.”

 

She stepped forward and hugged Mother Midcarn tightly. Mother Midcarn gasped and struggled as her feet left the ground.

 

“By all the Gods you are strong,” she exclaimed when Autumn released her. “I fancy you have broken a rib or two.”

 

“Oh! I am sorry!” exclaimed Autumn in alarm. “Lie down. Let me attempt to repair what I have damaged. Logan, find some …”

 

“Calm yourself, child,” said Mother Midcarn. “'Twould take more than a squeeze from you to break my bones. I only said that to cover my embarrassment for I have not been hugged these many summers or more. Let us say no more on the matter. You have your eyes back and that is what counts.”

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn. “You are certain I did not harm you?”

 

“Quite certain,” said Mother Midcarn. “Come, let us be aboard my boat for the storm is nearing and there is business to be done.”

 

“I knew it!” exclaimed Logan. “Did I not say that if this boat were Mother Midcarn's that there would be trouble in store for us? Did I not say that?”

 

“Aye, you did, Logan,” said Autumn, “but she did not say there is trouble ahead, only that there is business to be discussed although how I can be of assistance I know not for I know nothing of business.”

 

“Not that kind of business, dear,” said Mother Midcarn, “and it does not involve you anyway, or at least not directly.”

 

“Then I am all ears,” said Autumn, “although there is something I would like to say before we fully drop my eyes.”

 

“And what is that, dear?” asked Mother Midcarn. “You have expressed your gratitude more than adequately and I see nothing else that needs to be said.”

 

“Just a moment,” said Logan. “If there are things to be discussed with us that do not involve Autumn then that can only mean me. What have I done that needs discussing? Have I done something wrong?”

 

“Not at all, Logan dear,” said Mother Midcarn, patting his arm. “Come aboard and I shall explain. You were saying, Autumn?”

 

“Only that my gratitude is diminished by the thought of all those others who suffer a similar affliction,” said Autumn. “Is there any way in which Xanthous can be prevailed upon to cure all blindness?”

 

“Alas no,” said Mother Midcarn, “and that desire does you great credit. However, the restoring of your sight was a special kindness by Xanthous for you and you alone. Mayhap Xanthous has the power to restore the sight of all who are blind but think on this, why would Xanthous permit the blindness of any in the first place? I know not the reasoning behind it but doubtless Xanthous has a greater purpose for such afflictions. Indeed, if Xanthous were to eliminate all blindness then why not other afflictions? The loss of a limb, for example, or of the mind. We cannot know the ultimate purpose of Xanthous but doubtless there is a purpose.”

 

“I dare say,” said Autumn, “but it saddens me nonetheless.”

 

“Aye,” said Mother Midcarn, “and there is nothing I can say to relieve that sadness. Come, let us be aboard my boat for I wager Logan is near to bursting with worry about what he may have done wrong and what ills are about to befall him.”

 

“That is the truth of it,” said Logan, worriedly. “I am close to pissing myself.”

 

“Then let us hurry,” said Mother Midcarn, “for there is more than enough water here already.”

 

The sea was now up to mid thigh and, to Mother Midcarn's dismay, Autumn insisted on carrying her to the boat and pushing her aboard despite her protestations that any water could be removed in an instant.

 

“Let us go through into my lounge,” said Mother Midcarn when she'd recovered her poise. “We will be more comfortable there.”

 

“A question if I may,” said Autumn, following her through the doorway. “What is a deck?”

 

“This is,” said Mother Midcarn, tapping her foot on the floor. “'Tis any floor in a boat other than the very bottom of a boat which is called, for some reason, the keel.”

 

“Did you hear that, Logan?” asked Autumn, twisting to look behind her.

 

“Aye, but I care not,” said Logan. “I want to know what this business about me is, or at least I think I do. Actually, I think I'd rather not, if it's all the same to you. Can we go now?”

 

“Oh Logan, do not worry yourself so,” said Autumn. “Mother Midcarn said you weren't in any trouble.”

 

“Actually I did not,” said Mother Midcarn. “What I said was that he had done nothing wrong. I rather suspect, however, he may well be in a great deal of trouble.”

 

“Oh Sploop!” exclaimed Logan, almost beside himself and hopping from foot to foot. “What is it? Tell me!”

 

“Sit yourselves down,” said Mother Midcarn, ignoring him. “Can I offer you a drink? Something to eat? Cake perhaps?”

 

“We have not long eaten,” said Autumn, sitting on the deck beside an armchair and putting her heels on her knees as she always did when she needed to think. “Tell us of Logan and the trouble that is to befall him.”

 

“Sit, Logan,” said Mother Midcarn firmly. “Bouncing round like that will do you no good at all.”

 

“I cannot,” exclaimed Logan, “I am too anxious. Tell me!”

 

“Very well,” said Mother Midcarn, sitting in an armchair and picking up a plate with a slice of cake on it. “Although I cannot say I am best pleased with it myself. You recall Hysleria, Piers Sakratar to the Roinad of Aferraron?”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “We had dealings with him that time in Uli-Rratha when Obvia Vasagle died although we have not seen him since.”

 

“Well, as you will recall Logan was anointed Roinad following your defeat of Kizerain Qerrassa at the subsequent Mundulgen,”5

 said Mother Midcarn. “What you may not know is that Logan is still technically the Roinad even though he ran away after the first day as such.”

 

“Yes, we know that,” said Autumn. “Logan wrote to Hysleria as the Roinad asking for Royal Protection to the Esyup we set up on Xive.”6

 

 

“Ahh, I was not aware of that,” said Mother Midcarn. “Logan! Stop your pacing! You annoy me!”

 

“Sorry,” said Logan, startled. “I'm just worried, that's all.” He slipped into a chair and started tapping his foot nervously. Mother Midcarn's brow furrowed but she let that pass.

 

“And now we come to the nub of it,” said Mother Midcarn, looking back at Autumn. “Hysleria is presently in Sassese'lte on some manner of business that I know not what nor do I care about but it seems that he is unable to conclude whatever it is without the presence of the Roinad, which means you, Logan. I've been sent to fetch you.”

 




Chapter Three

 

Logan just stared at her, his foot jerking busily.

 

“Me?” he exclaimed. “Me? Why me?”

 

“You are the Roinad of Aferraron,” said Mother Midcarn. “Hysleria has been effectively the Roinad in your absence but 'twould seem a situation has arisen which requires you rather than Hysleria.”

 

“But what can I do?” said Logan. “I know nothing of these things!”

 

Mother Midcarn just shrugged.

 

“What situation has arisen?” asked Autumn.

 

“I know not,” said Mother Midcarn. “Merely that Hysleria is in Sassese'lte for some reason but the Saamrat of Sassese'lte refuses to deal with him which raises the Saamrat in my opinion. That Hysleria is an obnoxious fool and only Piers Sakratar through deviousness and cunning rather than through merit. He had the audacity to summon me, me!, and demanded I acted as a common messenger.”

 

“I fancy that is not actually the case, Mother Midcarn,” said Autumn. “Doubtless Hysleria has many hundreds of messengers, common or otherwise, that he could have sent but risked your wrath by choosing you. Like as not he could have sent an entire army had he wished. I fancy there is some deeper reason for his choice. Indeed, now I think on it, some questions arise in my mind. How did he know where to send you and, knowing where Logan is, why did he not send a boat to take him to Sassese'lte? I wager that land is some considerable distance away. It also strikes me that it might simply have been easier, given it will take some time for us to reach Sassese'lte, to arrange another meeting with this Saamrat in the future and give more time to allow for Logan to get there.”

 

“But I'm not going,” said Logan, his face looking strained. “This is all moot for there is nothing I can do and just the thought of it scares me.”

 

“Oh, piffle,” said Mother Midcarn with a dismissive toss of her hand. “I do not believe for one moment that Hysleria will permit you to meet with the Saamrat alone. He will doubtless be with you at all times and tell you what to say and what not to say else he may end up getting something he does not want. It would be far too dangerous for him to let you to do anything by yourself.”

 

“Well, that's what scares me,” said Logan, “amongst other things. I'm not going and that's the end of it.”

 

“Let us discuss that later,” said Autumn, “as we do not have all the facts as yet. Mayhap there is a pressing need as Hysleria would not send for you otherwise. Come, Mother Midcarn, have you no thoughts on why you were selected for this task?”

 

“Oh that is easily explained,” said Mother Midcarn. “Hysleria has had frequent reports of your movements up until the time you both disappeared in Neander.7

 He received rumours of you being in Wase but nothing was confirmed so my task was to find you and, once found, bring you to Sassese'lte. For certain he did not know you were both in Danornor.”

 

“Well then,” said Autumn. “Surely it is apparent then that he does not see you as a common messenger? You and only you could have delivered this message and therefore you have great importance in his eyes. Indeed, it says to me that he holds you in the highest regard.”

 

“Excuse me?” blurted Logan. “Why are you trying to sooth Mother Midcarn's feelings when it is me that has been summoned for Voqev knows what? Don't you care about me at all in all this?”

 

“My humblest apologies, dearest Logan,” exclaimed Autumn. She jumped up and squatted in front of Logan so she could take his hands and look into his eyes. “My mind was caught up with curiosity over why you are needed and why Mother Midcarn was sent which was wrong of me. This is causing you suffering and that should have been my first thought. My apologies once again.”

 

“Well, that's all right then,” said Logan, a little mollified. “I'm not going though. I don't care who summoned me, I'm not meeting this Samshat thing.”

 

“And that is your choice to make and no one else's,” said Autumn, giving his hands a reassuring squeeze.

 

“'Tis Saamrat, not Samshat,” said Mother Midcarn, watching them. “The Saamrat be a bit like a Roinad only not quite so you, Logan, as Roinad would outrank her rather than she you. I fancy that would give you a significant edge in whatever dealings Hysleria expects you to undertake.”

 

“I'm not going,” said Logan firmly. “I don't care who outranks who, I'm not going.”

 

“I always thought the Saamrat was the ruler of Sassese'lte,” said Autumn, sitting cross-legged on the deck again, although this time beside Logan so her shoulder touched his knee. If nothing else it stopped him jiggling that leg up and down. “Or so we were taught at my Esyup.”

 

“Then your teaching was insufficient,” said Mother Midcarn. “Aferraron is a single entity ruled by a single Roinad. Sassese'lte, on the other hand, is not. It is a number of regions, each with their own ruler but they have a loose alliance and each sends a representative to sit on the Alsiyada. Strictly speaking Sassese'lte does not exist outside this Alsiyada. The Saamrat is merely the head of the Alsiyada. The spokesman, if you will, or woman as she is at the moment.”

 

“Ahh, I did not know that,” said Autumn, intrigued. “So what is the purpose of this Alsiyada if each region has its own ruler?”

 

“The Alsiyada deals with all things to do with other countries,” said Mother Midcarn. “Each region is small and relatively powerless compared with Aferraron or Neander or Wase but as a group they wield comparable power. Each Sarkun has agreed to lessening their individual power in such matters although, of course, within their regions they are all powerful.”

 

“Interesting,” said Autumn thoughtfully. “Having met with Obvia Vasagle as well as the Moi of Wase and the Karoi of Neander I am surprised that these rulers are willing to give up such power. 'Tis my experience that such people as seek these roles always seek to enlarge their power not lessen it. Do not these Sarkuns have the same ambitions?”

 

“Aye, you have the right of it,” said Mother Midcarn, “and 'tis my understanding that the Alsiyada is always under constant threat of breakaways by one Sarkun or another but as yet no Sarkun has been willing to become isolated nor has been able to form stable enough alliances with other Sarkuns.”

 

“So 'twould it be fair to say that Sassese'lte, or the regions within it at least, have been able to form some sort of cooperative government?” asked Autumn.

 

“Fair would not be a word I choose to use,” said Mother Midcarn. “Within each region the Sarkun holds absolute power but yes, there is an element of cooperation when it comes to dealings with other countries.”

 

“That is encouraging,” said Autumn. “For it has always seemed to me that absolute power by a single person cannot be overly stable for much depends on the whims and caprices of that person. That any country has even the beginnings of cooperation can only be a good thing. I know little of politics or of ruling anything other than myself but I am reminded of Obvia Vasagle who was hated and reviled by most within Aferraron for her desire for wealth led to onerous taxation and the beginnings of a rebellion.8

 Not, I imagine, that Lord Loheckle would have been much of an improvement. I confess I am intrigued by this. Do you think that it is possible for such cooperation as shown by this Alsiyada could spread to other countries and enable rule by a just and stable group of people rather than by a capricious individual?”

 

“Perhaps in time,” said Mother Midcarn, “although I wager it will take a considerable change in the way in which people think for those who seek to rule are, by their nature, grasping. Those who are not have little desire to be in charge. You yourself are a perfect example of this. I wager that, and I mean no offence here, that you would make a poor ruler for you have little desire to do so.”

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn. “I venture I would be so caught up in trying to balance the needs of all that I would be unable to make any decisions of any consequence. Any decision in that realm must benefit some at the expense of others and in trying to benefit those who would suffer those who are not suffering could easily end up suffering in turn.”

 

A sudden strong gust of wind shook the boat and there was a loud peal of thunder, seemingly almost overhead. All three of them glanced up.

 

“I fancy the storm is almost upon us,” said Mother Midcarn. “I suggest we bring this discussion to a close and get you both to Sassese'lte before the rain soaks us all.”

 

“But I am not going!” exclaimed Logan jumping up in renewed alarm.

 

“So you said, dear,” said Mother Midcarn. “But I fancy that Hysleria will find some other way of ensuring your presence regardless. He is not a man easily dissuaded from his path.”

 

“Be that as it may,” said Logan, going behind the armchair in the hope it would protect him. “But he still has to find me!”

 

“I venture he now knows where we are,” said Autumn. “I imagine Mother Midcarn saw us in her Mirror before she even left his presence. Are you not also intrigued by this Alsiyada?”

 

“A thought does occur to me,” said Mother Midcarn. “As the Roinad you will, as I said, outrank the Saamrat so your meeting could well be over almost before it has begun. All you need to do is confirm to the Saamrat that Hysleria speaks with your voice then walk out and leave them to it. Doubtless the Saamrat desires little more than to show the rest of the Alsiyada that she has sufficient influence to obtain your presence and any actual work that has to be done will be done by minions such as Hysleria. Once that is achieved you and Autumn will be able to resume your wanderings unimpeded.”

 

“You think so?” said Logan, gripping the back of the chair tightly. “You do not think this is a ploy by Hysleria to make me the Roinad again?”

 

“You are the Roinad, Logan,” said Mother Midcarn, “and until another challenges and wins at the Mundulgen you will remain so. However, and you can rest assured on this, the last thing Hysleria wants is for you to return and play at being the Roinad. He is Roinad in all but name and will not be thanking you for usurping him.”

 

“And besides, Logan,” added Autumn, “were we not planning on visiting Sassese'lte next? Had we but found someone willing to take us at least part of the way we would be journeying there now. As it is, Hysleria has sent Mother Midcarn to take us there herself. At least, that is my understanding. Am I correct, Mother Midcarn? You will take us to Sassese'lte?”

 

“'Tis indeed my task to see you safely delivered there,” said Mother Midcarn. “And Logan, think on this. Hysleria knows you were made Roinad unwillingly and that you ran away as soon as you could. He will be expecting you to do much the same again and will doubtless be most cooperative in aiding you to do just that. A short meeting with the Saamrat to show you exist and to assure her that Hysleria does indeed have the authority to speak in your name will undoubtedly be sufficient. Indeed I am a little surprised the Saamrat wishes to see you at all since Hysleria is well known but I daresay that is more to do with jostling for power within the Alsiyada itself than anything Hysleria wants.”

 

“Oh Sploop!” exclaimed Logan. “So you both gang up against me as well?”

 

“Not so, Logan,” said Autumn. “I am, as always, wholly on your side and if it is your final word that we do not go to Sassese'lte then so be it. I would not now or ever try to force you to do anything you do not wish to do although it may be beyond my power to stop Hysleria should he have a mind to send an army to fetch you.”

 

“Oh if that happens I will take your side also,” said Mother Midcarn. “I stand aloof from all these machinations but I do not approve of armies. They generally do more harm than good.”

 

“But you think he might?” asked Logan, his knuckles going white as he gripped the armchair. “I do not want Autumn taking on an army. She might get hurt!”

 

“Not to mention the hundreds who would die before that happened,” remarked Mother Midcarn drily. “I have seen how she defends you, lad. So, what do you say? Sassese'lte or no?”

 

“And that would put me in a most difficult position,” said Autumn as Logan looked from her to Mother Midcarn and back, racked with indecision.

 

“How so?” asked Mother Midcarn. “Would you not defend Logan against the odds?”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “Even though I am against killing if Logan were under attack I would do so unhesitatingly and yet …” and her voice trailed off.

 

“And yet?” prompted Mother Midcarn.

 

“Aye-yai-yai, 'tis a most difficult scenario,” said Autumn. “If the army were of sufficient size that I could not best them all and Logan's death were to be inevitable regardless of my actions then would it serve any purpose? I wager I would do all I could but when all I can do is insufficient then what? And. moreover, I venture in this instance that Logan's death would not be inevitable for surely Hysleria would not send an army to kill him. That would defeat his purpose for he wants Logan in Sassese'lte and killing him would not further that aim. Would it therefore be right for me to kill an unknown number of soldiers simply to prevent Logan from going to Sassese'lte for a short meeting with the Saamrat and where no harm will befall him?”

 

“How can you know no harm will befall me?” asked Logan, a touch urgently.

 

“Because the Saamrat would not under any circumstances allow it,” snapped Mother Midcarn. “Use you brain, Logan. If you were to come to harm in Sassese'lte Hysleria would be obliged to send all the forces of Aferraron against Sassese'lte in retribution. To permit such a thing to go unavenged would end with Aferraron as yet another subordinate region within Sassese'lte.”

 

“I am using my brain,” snapped back Logan. “With Hysleria ruling Aferraron without me is it not at least possible that he may want me there in order that I become an excuse for him to attack Sassese'lte and bring it within the realm of Aferraron? That way he can expand his power and be rid of me at the same time.”

 

“I wronged you, Logan,” said Mother Midcarn mildly. “You have a better grasp of political matters and the minds of rulers than I had anticipated. I would remind you, however, that the last thing Hysleria wants is to be rid of you. Your death would force a Mundulgen and the appointment of a new Roinad and that person would be highly unlikely to want to keep Hysleria as Piers Sakratar. With the Saamrat not wanting to provoke an international incident and Hysleria not wanting his own authority challenged you will be vastly safer there than anywhere else and in the unlikely event of something happening Autumn will be there to squash it immediately. You need have no fears on that score.”

 

“Actually I wasn't worried about that,” said Logan. “It hadn't occurred to me until you two started talking about armies.”

 

“So what are you worried about, Logan?” asked Autumn.

 

“Umm, well, …” started Logan, looking intently at the back of the armchair as his fingers sought for a loose thread to pick at. “Umm, yes.”

 

“I fancy he is scared of making a fool of himself,” said Mother Midcarn, chuckling. “Am I not right, dear?”

 

“Well, if you must put it that way,” muttered Logan, going a little pink.

 

“Perhaps you do not understand the nature of rulers as well as I thought,” said Mother Midcarn as another peal of thunder, closer than ever, shook the boat's timbers. “You are, as we seem to have to keep reminding you, the Roinad. Most everyone around you save Hysleria will be quaking in their slippers if you even so much as belch let alone raise your little finger. You could no more make a fool of yourself than Hysleria shed a tear in remorse. Your every remark will be taken as law no matter how foolish.”

 

“So you agree I will be saying stupid things then?” asked Logan, looking up.

 

“We all say foolish things,” said Mother Midcarn. “Even Autumn there for her saying she would let an army take you away without making any effort to stop it is likely the most foolish thing I will hear in my lifetime. She may say such absurdities while safely here in my boat but when faced with the reality of it she will react without thinking and lay waste to all of Aferraron if needs be. All I am saying is that the stupidest thing you could possibly say will be taken with the greatest of seriousness. That is both the blessing and the curse of power.”

 

“Would you really, Autumn?” asked Logan, looking at her plaintively. “Would you really lay waste to all of Aferraron to save me?”

 

“Much as logic would dictate otherwise,” said Autumn thoughtfully, “I confess Mother Midcarn is likely right in what she says. I do have a tendency to react to dangers without thinking, especially those directed at you.”

 

“Good,” said Mother Midcarn. “I'm glad that is settled. Now, let's see about getting you two to Sassese'lte. We haven't got all night you know.”

 

“I regret we cannot leave now,” said Autumn. “We promised to spend the night with Ayen and Myryl and I would not sully their hospitality by breaking that promise. If we depart without explanation doubtless they and perhaps even others from the village may search for us fearing we have been caught in the storm and I would not want any to come to harm. I venture also that there is no reasonable explanation for us going off in the middle of a storm as night is falling and speaking the truth would incite disbelief and doubtless much ill feeling and hostility. I know not how far Sassese'lte is but I imagine it is some considerable distance away and another night's delay will make little difference. Perhaps we could return here at dawn or soon after and depart then?”

 

“As you wish,” said Mother Midcarn. “Frankly I am indifferent to Hysleria's demands and to get you there sooner rather than later may well incline him to make future demands on my patience. Dawn it is or later if you prefer.”

 




Chapter Four

 

The hut was deserted when Logan woke, save only the faintly glowing embers of a fire over which half a dozen small fish hung by their jaws from a stick. He looked around the room then slowly got to his feet. Autumn's staff and pack were gone from where she had left them in a corner but his own staff still lay beside where he had lain. After glancing around he flicked up a corner of his blanket and saw the faint glint of their remaining coins and the two rings they had not yet sold.9

 Quickly, lest he be disturbed, he rolled his blanket with the coins and rings inside and tied the ends of his cord around so the blanket stayed rolled and the coins did not fall out. Not that he had expected Ayen or Myryl to take any but it was always best to take precautions. He slipped the cord over his shoulder and took a drink from their water bottle for his throat was a little dry then went outside. Astauand was bright and the sky fairly clear but the ground was still wet.

 

“Well met, friend Logan!” called Myryl.

 

“Ahh, greetings, Myryl,” called back Logan, stepping over to peer around the side of the hut where her voice had come from. Myryl was tossing handfuls of seeds to the fowl that gathered around her feet.

 

“Did you sleep sufficiently?” she asked, looking at him with a smile. “Autumn said you liked to sleep late so we took care not to awaken you.”

 

“That was most kind of you,” said Logan. “Ah, where is Autumn? And, umm, Ayen?”

 

“Ayen be out in the boat already,” she said, tossing a final handful. “Fishing always be good after a storm. Your woman spent some time sitting behind the dwelling looking at the dawn then she went for a walk. Last I saw she was dancing on the beach. You be wanting some food, I'm guessing.”

 

“That is most kind of you, Myryl,” said Logan, his stomach rebelling at the thought of yet more dried fish and prickly little bones, “but in truth I am still full from the delights of last night.” 

 

“Oh pshaw,” she exclaimed, coming over to stand squarely in front of him. “Healthy young lad like you needs your food and plenty of it. Come inside. There be some more fish warming over the fire. Come.” She grabbed his hand and gently pulled on it.

 

“I thank you for your generosity but no,” said Logan, resisting her pull. “'Twould be best I think if I found Autumn for we will be moving on as soon as we can.”

 

“As you wish,” she said, her smile dropping. She let go of his hand. “Like I said, she be on the beach.”

 

“I thank you once again,” he said, “and, umm, fare well.”

 

“Aye,” she said.

 

Logan hesitated, not quite knowing what to do, then he nodded and walked off down the path.

 

Autumn was indeed on the beach, further along from where the boats had been tied. They were there no longer, of course, since all who had a boat were now bobbing some way from the shore. Beyond the marks of several feet and boats dragged the sand lay undisturbed and glistening. Further on faint footprints showed where Autumn had done her exercises. Here and there were hand prints and the occasional gouge showing where Autumn had landed and twisted. That she had finished was evident by the way she sat, cross-legged as always, on a patch of spiny grass on the edge of the beach, staring out to sea with her chin resting on one hand.

 

“Is it not a beautiful day?” she asked, lifting her head off her hand to smile at him.

 

“Aye, a most beautiful day,” said Logan. “Where is Mother Midcarn?”

 

“I know not,” said Autumn. “She did not answer when I knocked on the side of her boat but I did not persist, however, as I thought to not disturb her if she slept. I did my exercises instead. You slept well?”

 

“I did although I had not expected to,” said Logan, squatting down beside her. “I fancy I am learning something of your skills of the mind for much as my thoughts were confused and flew around inside my head like bats, when I lay down and banished them they stayed banished. 'Twas not until I bid fare well to Myryl that they returned. And you? You slept well?”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. She let a little sand dribble through her fingers for a few heartbeats while gazing out to sea. “My thinking was short today for much as I tried to discern a reason why Hysleria and this Saamrat of Sassese'lte would summon you none of any consequence came to me. I can fathom no reason why either would want you involved in such matters as they concern themselves with for you have no knowledge of such things.”

 

“Me neither,” said Logan, screwing up his face. “'Tis a worry though.”

 

“Oh I think not,” said Autumn. “What would be a worry is if they have reached some sort of deadlock and need you to break that deadlock but I fancy not. If that were so then the Saamrat would not want another on Hysleria's side to break that deadlock for she would likely expect it to not go in her favour. She would find some other means of progressing. Mayhap it is as simple as her being new to the task and merely wants to make your acquaintance. When Mother Midcarn appears I shall ask her how long this woman has been Saamrat.”

 

“I suppose,” said Logan sadly. “Whatever the reason though I am not looking forward to it.”

 

“Aye, I can understand that,” said Autumn. “The unknown is always something to be a little fearful of although this is not as much of an unknown as you seem to think. You spent a day as the Roinad so you have some idea of these things and you have had dealings with both the Karoi of Neander and the Mo'i of Wase. Ahh, I think I hear noises from her boat. Mayhap she is awake now.”

 

Logan looked over at Mother Midcarn's boat, still perched on the sand and showing no sign of having spent the night at the mercy of a storm. From where he squatted the timbers of the boat looked quite dry. A stout figure appeared and waved.

 

“Yoo hoo!” called Mother Midcarn.

 

“Aye, 'tis her,” said Logan. He sighed and slowly stood upright again.

 

“Be steadfast,” said Autumn, squeezing his hand as she rose gracefully in a single movement. “Greetings, Mother Midcarn,” she called back. “You are well this morning?”

 

“As well as can be expected, dears,” called Mother Midcarn, leaning against the rail of her boat. “Come and give me a hand with this. 'Tis not overly heavy but it is awkward for one person to carry alone.”

 

“So why not just magic it out?” muttered Logan as they marched across the sand.

 

“Doubtless she has her reasons,” said Autumn softly.

 

“Catch, Logan,” said Mother Midcarn as he drew near. Unexpectedly a long thin roll of something dark brown leapt over the rail and thumped against his chest. He grabbed it before it fell to the sand.

 

“'Tis just a blanket,” he said in surprise.

 

“Aye, in a manner of speaking,” said Mother Midcarn. “Autumn, dear, help me down would you?”

 

She opened a section of the rail and pushed out a short rope ladder. Turning, she clambered awkwardly down while Autumn held the ladder steady and supported Mother Midcarn's elbow.

 

“Thank you, dear,” she said, a trifle breathlessly when she reached the sand. “I am certain there is a better way to get on and off these boats. Mayhap one day I will find the time to give it some thought. Now then, Logan, could you spread the blanket out over there where the sand is flattish.”

 

“Will it not get wet?” asked Logan, looking at the patch she pointed to.

 

“Very likely,” said Mother Midcarn, “but that can't be helped, can it.”

 

Logan shrugged and did as he was bid. The blanket was a simple one, of a coarse weave but twice as wide as most blankets. Somewhat surprisingly it had pale silver tassels around its edges which made it look strange as it otherwise lacked any adornment, save several damp patches as the blanket soaked up water from the sand beneath it.

 

“Good,” said Mother Midcarn. “Are you both ready to depart?”

 

“I suppose,” said Logan. “What is the blanket for?”

 

“That is to take you to Sassese'lte,” said Mother Midcarn. “Come along, get on top of it.”

 

“Are we not going in your boat?” asked Autumn, not moving.

 

“No,” said Mother Midcarn. “I need that for, well, for some other matter.”

 

“You are not coming with us?” exclaimed Logan.

 

“Of course not, dear,” said Mother Midcarn, looking askance. “My task is merely to deliver you there. Beyond that I am not needed, fortunately. I have much to do elsewhere and more besides.”

 

“Umm, forgive me for asking, Mother Midcarn,” said Autumn. “But how will a blanket take us to Sassese'lte?”

 

“'Twill fly you there,” said Mother Midcarn, her face creasing in puzzlement. “How else?”

 

“How else indeed,” murmured Autumn. She stepped forward and touched the blanket with her big toe. Instantly the blanket shifted out of the way.

 

“'Twould seem it does not like me,” she said, glancing at Mother Midcarn.

 

“'Tis a lazy bugger and no doubt about it,” said Mother Midcarn. “Be firm with it and stand no nonsense.” 

 

“Doubtless that is clear in your mind,” said Autumn, walking around the blanket with a mild feeling it was watching her, “but how are we to be firm with a blanket?”

 

“When your own blanket slips off you in the night do you politely ask it to cover you again?” asked Mother Midcarn, “or do you simply pull it back over you without a thought?”

 

“So we are to pull this blanket all the way to Sassese'lte?” asked Logan, frowning.

 

“Of course not, child,” barked Mother Midcarn. “That would defeat the point, would it not? No, simply step onto it as you would any blanket on the ground and tell it what to do. When you wish to go up, say 'up', and when you wish to go down say 'down'. 'Tis as simple as that.”

 

“I can foresee one or two difficulties here,” said Autumn. She squatted down to look at the blanket more closely and again it moved away a little, its tassels fluttering gently.

 

“And what is that, dear,” said Mother Midcarn. “Speak up. I have been about this messenger business too long already.”

 

“Umm, we are to go to Sassese'lte, are we not?” asked Autumn, looking up at her.

 

“Aye,” said Mother Midcarn.

 

“We know not in which direction Sassese'lte lies,” said Autumn. “Nor, now I think on it, where in Sassese'lte we are to find Hysleria and the Saamrat.”

 

“Oh, there is no need to concern yourself with that, dear,” said Mother Midcarn. “The blanket knows where and when to deliver you. You merely need to tell it to go up and it will go in the right direction.”

 

“So when we arrive we tell it to go down?” asked Logan. “How will we know when we have arrived and that we are not simply somewhere on the way?”

 

“When you have arrived the blanket will leave,” said Mother Midcarn. “'Tis too precious a thing to leave in your hands, my boy, although doubtless they are capable enough. No, it will return to me. If for some reason you need to stop on the way simply tell it to go down and it will but it will remain with you.”

 

“So as long as the blanket is with us we have not arrived?” asked Autumn.

 

“Exactly,” said Mother Midcarn. “Now, are you ready?”

 

“So how do we return from Sassese'lte when whatever we are to do is done if the blanket is gone?” asked Logan.

 

“That is not my concern,” said Mother Midcarn. “'Twas my understanding you intended to go to Sassese'lte anyway so doubtless you had some plan for leaving there. Unless, of course, you think it may be your place, Autumn.”

 

“That is always a possibility,” said Autumn. “One more question, if I may?”

 

“Yes?” asked Mother Midcarn.

 

“You said the blanket knows where and when to deliver us,” said Autumn. “The where I understand but not the when. What did you mean by that?”

 

“Sassese'lte is a long way away,” said Mother Midcarn. “'Tis some way across the sea from Aferraron and Aferraron is some way across the sea from here. In the normal manner of things it would take you many many days to fly there as this blanket is not the speediest of things but it has the wherewithal to get you there tomorrow morning regardless. All you have to do is actually get on the thing and let it be about its business.”

 

“So correct me if I am wrong,” said Logan, “but if the blanket will get us there tomorrow morning what need have we for haste? Could we not leave off departing for a summer or two and still get there tomorrow morning?”

 

“Oh Logan,” said Mother Midcarn, shaking her head slowly and sighing deeply. “Do you say these things simply to annoy me?” 

 

“Not at all,” said Logan, looking slightly alarmed. “I merely wondered since you said we'd be there tomorrow morning regardless.”

 

“That was foolish of me,” said Mother Midcarn, her lips compressed and her nostril flaring. “I should have realised you would take me literally. What I meant was that you would get there a full day beyond the time you depart. If you delay two summers in departing you will arrive tomorrow in two summers time.”

 

“Ahh,” said Logan. He grimaced. “Oh well. 'Twas just an idea for delaying but I might have known it wouldn't work. My ideas never do.”

 

“Stop that Logan!” barked Autumn instantly. She rose to her feet and held up a finger. “Have we not spoken of bad thoughts before?”

 

“I do not see that delaying our departure is a bad thought,” said Logan. “It seems a very good thought to me.”

 

“That is not what I meant,” said Autumn. “I meant thinking ill thoughts of yourself. 'Tis very wrong of you to say your ideas never work for most of the time they work very well and on those rare occasions they do not it is not because you thought of it. It is because of circumstances beyond you of which you had no knowledge. 'Tis best to always think good thoughts even when a situation is bad.”

 

“Aye this is true,” conceded Logan. “We have spoken on this before. Very well then. Let us depart for it is opportune that we have a means of getting to Sassese'lte with very little effort to ourselves at a time when we wanted to go to Sassese'lte. I cannot imagine this situation can be improved in any way.”

 

“Good,” said Autumn. “You have the right of it. Come, let us be on board this most kindly of blankets.”

 

She turned away from Logan and, with only the slightest of hesitations, stepped firmly onto the blanket. The edges rippled and the tassels flapped gently as though in a breeze but nothing else happened.

 

“Join me, Logan,” said Autumn, beckoning with her hand. “'Tis quite safe.”

 

“Another question, if I may,” said Logan, not moving. He gazed at the blanket suspiciously, trying to think positive thoughts.

 

“What now?” asked Mother Midcarn.

 

“You say this blanket flies through the air,” he said. “What happens if we fall off?”

 

“You will not fall off,” said Mother Midcarn. “The, ahh, attributes bestowed upon this blanket will not permit such a thing to happen.”

 

“So how do we get off when we arrive?” he asked.

 

“You step off much as Autumn stepped on,” said Mother Midcarn. “There is a difference between getting off at the right place and getting off at the wrong place.”

 

“And the blanket knows this?” asked Logan.

 

“Yes,” said Mother Midcarn. “Are you  going to get on or do I have to push you?”

 

“Take my hand, Logan,” said Autumn, holding out her hand. “I shall not let you fall.”

 

Logan reached out to take Autumn's hand then, very gingerly, he stepped onto the blanket.

 

“There,” said Autumn, releasing his hand. “Do you not feel quite safe?”

 

“Aye, I suppose so,” said Logan dubiously. “So, umm, now what?”

 

“I suggest you both sit down,” said Mother Midcarn. “The blanket will go quite high and you may feel dizzy. Sitting will help.”

 

“As you say,” said Autumn. “Come, Logan, sit with me.”

 

She sat down, putting her heels on her knees as was her custom, and patted the blanket beside her. Logan knelt down then cautiously shifted onto his backside with his legs stretched out in front of him, taking care his feet did not hang over the edge.

 

“So do I say up now?” asked Autumn.

 

Instantly the edges of the blanket rippled much more strongly and the entire blanket rose half a body length in the air. Logan yelped and gabbed handfuls of the blanket to steady himself.

 

“That did not seem to get us very far,” said Autumn, fascinated.

 

“Say forward to go forward,” said Mother Midcarn.

 

“Ahh,” said Autumn. “For…”

 

“Stop!” squeaked Logan.

 

“Stop!” exclaimed Mother Midcarn as the blanket shuddered. “What is it now, lad?”

 

“Our staffs,” said Logan. “We forgot out staffs and Autumn's pack. And my blanket. They're on the ground over there.”

 

“My apologies,” said Autumn as Mother Midcarn sighed a long drawn out sigh of exasperation. “'Twas remiss of me. I was much caught up by the novelty of the moment.”

 

“I'll just get them,” said Logan and wormed his way across the blanket to let his legs hang over the side. He took a deep breath then pushed himself off onto the sand. Much to his relief he landed safely and hurried to get their things. He passed them to Autumn then hoisted himself back on top of the blanket.

 

“Are you sitting comfortably?” asked Autumn.

 

“Aye, comfortably enough,” said Logan, his eyes squeezed tightly shut, his arms braced and his hands gripping the edge of the blanket.

 

“Good,” said Autumn. “Until we meet again, Mother Midcarn.”

 

“Fare well, my dears,” said Mother Midcarn. “Don't do anything I wouldn't do.”

 

“Ready, Logan?” asked Autumn.

 

“Ready,” said Logan through gritted teeth.

 

“Forward,” said Autumn firmly as Mother Midcarn had instructed.

 

With a lurch the blanket shot forward and with a squawk, Logan fell off the back.

 

“Stop!” cried Mother Midcarn urgently.

 

Instantly the blanket stopped in mid air and Autumn tumbled forward to land on her face on the blanket.

 

“Sploop!” exclaimed Logan, picking himself up from the sand. “What happened?”

 

“'Twould seem I made an error,” said Mother Midcarn. “I had thought I had put sufficient power in the blanket for any but it would seem I was wrong. 'Twas not proof against the powers of Logan! Let me add more then we will try again. A moment.”

 




Chapter Five

 

Autumn sat entranced at the leading edge of the blanket. Her elbows rested on her knees and her chin on the heels of her hands as she stared down. She was absorbed by the unfolding world below, even when over the Looncan Sea. Amid that seemingly endless mass of deep blue water there were countless subtleties of shades, ever moving and changing in a ceaseless swirl of patterns. From time to time small patches appeared and sped by. She presumed them to be islands for they were mostly mottled green or mottled brown and were considerably larger, despite their apparent tininess, than the handful of mere specks that she'd seen. Those specks may have been creatures from the depths come to the surface but were more likely to be ships, plying their trade across the vastness of the ocean.

 

“Look, Logan,” she said suddenly. “I fancy that is land up ahead. Do you suppose it to be Sassese'lte?”

 

There was no reply. She twisted round to see where he was then flung herself backwards to grab at his ankle. With a sharp yank she hauled him back on the blanket even as he lifted his head and blinked sleepily at her.

 

“Wha'?” he muttered.

 

“You were over the edge of the blanket,” she said. “How it is that you did not fall off I cannot imagine.”

 

“Sploop!” exclaimed Logan, jerking himself forward and clutching desperately at the blanket and Autumn, his eyes wide in alarm.

 

“Calm yourself, Logan the Soarer,” said Autumn, gently prising his rigid fingers from her arm. “You are safely back and no longer in danger.”

 

“But I might have fallen!” he exclaimed, peering over the edge. “'Tis a long way down!”

 

“Aye, but you did not,” said Autumn. “I caught you in time. Come, look yonder. I fancy that is land. Do you think it is Sassese'lte already?”

 

“I know not,” he said, continuing to stare at the sea below. “How deep do you think the water is?”

 

“Well, there is a challenge for you to think on,” she said. “How do you gauge the depth of something when you cannot see the bottom nor live long inside. Mayhap you will think of a way if you set your mind to it.”

 

“Perhaps,” he said, carefully edging back to the centre of the blanket. “How far over the edge was I?”

 

“Hmm? Oh, the edge was past your backside,” she said, twisting round again to tap the top of his thigh. “About there.”

 

“Voqev!” exclaimed Logan, looking at the edge again. “You mean all my top half was over the edge?”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn, turning back to look at the approaching coastline. “How it was you did not fall off I cannot …”

 

She twisted round again and stared at him.

 

“How was it that you did not fall off?” she said, her brow creasing in puzzlement. “More of you was off the blanket than was still on. I know not what makes things fall but had it been a cliff edge you would have fallen, that is for certain. How is it you did not?”

 

“I am just glad I did not,” said Logan, looking over the edge again. He shuddered and shifted slightly closer to Autumn.

 

“In fact, now I think on it,” said Autumn, “your body was not even drooping. You were as straight as if you were lying on the ground.”

 

“Mayhap it is the blanket,” said Logan. “Whatever keeps it up keeps us up as well.”

 

“That sounds reasonable at first hearing,” said Autumn slowly, “but would you not think that the blanket only holds up that which is on the blanket and not that which is off the blanket? Indeed, if the blanket holds up that which is off it then how far does that influence extend? Would it support something more than a staff length away? More than, oh, a village width away? Would it even support an entire village? An entire world?”

 

“And once again you do it,” said Logan, looking at her.

 

“Do what?” asked Autumn, cocking her head in puzzlement.

 

“You turn a simple rescue into a philosophical enquiry,” said Logan. “You pull me back from certain death at what is more or less a cliff edge and then debate what lies beyond the edge and whether entire worlds can be supported beyond the cliff edge. Is it not enough to know that this blanket belongs to a sorcerer of uncommon prowess? Doubtless the blanket has been told to keep us safe, not that I am trying to diminish in any way your rescue nor my gratitude for doing it.”

 

“Aye, likely you are right,” said Autumn, “but think on this. Could it be that whatever supports this blanket and us with it is also supports the sky and stops the sky and Astauand, Plakill, Plifal and all the rest from crashing down on top of our heads? Could it be that Mother Midcarn has somehow gained power over that which holds everything in place?”

 

“It would not surprise me,” said Logan. “Would you like some dried fish? I did not think to bring any other food with us.”

 

“I did not think we had any food with us,” said Autumn. “Yes, I would very much like a piece of dried fish.”

 

“Myryl gave me some before we slept last night,” said Logan, retrieving the cloth wrapped slivers of fish from his blanket roll. “There is not much but it will keep hunger at bay for a time.”

 

He passed a piece of fish over to Autumn who broke it in half and tossed one half over the edge of the blanket. It plummeted back the sea below.

 

“What in Sploop's name did you do that for?” asked Logan in surprise. “'Tis not as though we have a surfeit of the stuff.”

 

“I wanted to see what would happen,” said Autumn. “Clearly not all that is on this blanket is supported by the blanket. What do you suppose distinguishes the fish from you?”

 

“I know not,” said Logan, “but I am heartily glad that something does.” He pushed the cloth and the remaining fish a little beyond Autumn's reach just in case.

 

“Hmm, still, it is something to ponder, is it not,” said Autumn, eyeing the edge of the blanket. She shifted over and felt the empty air beyond the edge. “I cannot feel anything.”

 

She looked around then picked up her staff and prodded the air. The staff clearly went below the blanket. Then she laid the staff down on the blanket and slowly pushed it out while Logan watched.

 

“Interesting,” she said. “Almost all my staff is now off the edge of the blanket and yet I feel no desire to fall in what remains under my hand. This is most perplexing.”

 

Gently she removed her hand and the staff hung there, barely a hand's breadth of it on the blanket and the rest of its length supported by nothing. Autumn gazed at the staff for some moments then pulled most of it back and carefully draped the other half of her dried fish over the unsupported end. Then she pushed the staff back out so barely a hand's breadth remained on the blanket again.

 

“I know not what supports your staff,” said Logan, watching her every move, “but the staff supports the fish.”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn, “but what happens if I do this?” and she twisted the staff so the fish was now draped over its underside.

 

“It did not fall off!” exclaimed Logan. He crawled forward on his hands and knees to get a better look. “No, 'tis definitely still there! Mayhap it is stuck on with fish oil or something.”

 

“Perhaps,” said Autumn, “but I fancy not. The fish is dried and did not feel oily in any way.”

 

She pulled her staff back in and twisted it again. The piece of fish fell onto the blanket.

 

“I confess I am intrigued,” said Autumn.

 

“As am I,” said Logan, picking up the piece of fish. “You realise what this means, don't you.”

 

“That there is a pattern to this that we have not yet uncovered?” asked Autumn.

 

“Clearly,” said Logan, “but that is not what I meant. If one piece of fish falls and another doesn't then 'tis possible that one of us may fall and the other not. We need to take care to stay away from the edges.”

 

“Undeniably true, Logan the Insightful,” said Autumn, getting to her feet. “Hold my hand.”

 

“Why? What are you going to do now?” asked Logan suspiciously. He did not take her outstretched hand nor did he get to his feet.

 

“I'm going to step off,” said Autumn. “I want you to hold my hand in case I should fall.” She waggled her hand at him impatiently.

 

“Absolutely not!” exclaimed Logan, aghast. “'Tis the greatest of follies to even think such a foolish thing!”

 

“Oh come, Logan,” said Autumn. “Where is your curiosity? Besides, with you holding my hand I will be entirely safe. You are more than strong enough to bear my weight and it will only be for a moment. I have no intention of falling into the sea.”

 

“Aye that may not be your intention,” said Logan, “but it does not take a soothsayer to predict that is what will happen. Are you forgetting you cannot swim?”

 

“No, I haven't forgotten that,” said Autumn. “Come, take my hand or shall I hold on to one of these tassels?”

 

Logan closed his eyes and muttered something incomprehensible before slowly standing up.

 

“Very well,” he said, “but you hold both my hands with both of yours.”

 

“As you wish,” said Autumn with a smile. “One will suffice but if you feel the need of an additional hand then I am happy to oblige.”

 

“I'd use rope as well,” said Logan grimly, “if we had any.”

 

Autumn stood on the edge of the blanket with her heels sticking a little over and Logan stood in front of her, grasping both her hands tightly.

 

“Ready?” she asked.

 

He braced himself.

 

“Ready,” he said.

 

“Interesting,” said Autumn, looking down at the sea far below. “My body is rebelling against my mind. It does not want to step back.”

 

“Which shows your body has more sense than your mind,” said Logan. “Come back on the blanket.”

 

“But the mind is stronger than the body,” said Autumn and forced her leg back. She hesitated then shifted her weight onto the foot suspended in the air. “Now that is intriguing. I feel quite secure.” She rocked back and forth a few times then, to Logan's horror, stepped completely off the blanket. Instantly he yanked her back to safety.

 

“What did you do that for?” she asked.

 

“You were about to fall,” he said, feeling a little faint from what had almost happened to Autumn.

 

“No I was not,” she said. “I felt fully supported as though I was standing on a mossy rock although I had no time to explore the feeling. We'll do it again but this time do not pull me back unless I say or you are certain that I am actually falling.”

 

“But have you not proved your point?” asked Logan.

 

“Not at all,” said Autumn. “It was for but a moment and I cannot be certain of the sensations that I felt. Besides, if, as I believe, I did not fall then I am entirely safe. We will try again. Come.”

 

“Oh Voqev curse your curiosity!” exclaimed Logan. “And doubtless you will hold on to the tassels if I refuse. How can I stop you?”

 

“All you have to do is say and I will not,” said Autumn.

 

“Then do not,” said Logan. “This is most definitely something I do not want you to do.”

 

“Then I shall not,” said Autumn, “unless, of course, it happens by accident. Who knows, perhaps I may stumble and fall off the edge of the blanket or you might. At least if we try this my way we will know and should it turn out that there is a danger then we are forewarned and can take precautions.”

 

“You see?” said Logan, putting his hands on his hips. “You always do this! You say that something is my decision then come out with a thousand arguments to show you were in the right of it the first time!”

 

“I fancy always is an exaggeration, Logan,” said Autumn, going to stand at the edge again. “Mayhap I have done that once or twice before but always? I think not.”

 

“And do not change the subject!” exclaimed Logan. “It does not matter how many times you have argued your way around me. The important point is that this is a foolish notion and yet you continue to argue in its favour!”

 

“I apologise, friend Logan,” said Autumn. “'Tis remiss of me to put you in a situation that makes you uncomfortable and scared. I apologise.”

 

“Good,” said Logan. “Come back to the middle where it is safe and sit down.”

 

“Yes, Logan,” said Autumn. She looked over the edge again then stepped back and sat down. With some relief Logan sat down as well and they stared at each other for a while without speaking.

 

“Have you noticed that this blanket is seemingly flat and stiff yet feels soft and yielding underfoot?” asked Autumn.

 

“Aye, I have,” said Logan. “It feels quite warm too but then I would expect a blanket to feel warm.”

 

“True enough,” said Autumn. “I wonder what would happen though if a gust of wind or something caused it to flap?”

 

“You aren't going to let this go, are you,” said Logan.

 

“I know not what you mean” said Autumn, looking innocently at him.

 

“You wonder what will happen if the blanket flaps and we are thrown off, don't you,” said Logan. “You want to know so that if it should happen you know how to react, I suppose.”

 

“'Twas just idle curiosity, nothing more,” said Autumn.

 

“Oh very well,” said Logan, dispiritedly getting up. “Let's get this over with.”

 

“Get what over with?” asked Autumn, getting to her feet as well.

 

“You know very well,” said Logan. “Hold both my hands, mind.”

 

“Of course, Logan,” said Autumn, standing on the edge of the blanket again and holding out her hands. “Ready?”

 

“Ready,” said Logan, bracing himself.

 

Autumn stepped back with one foot, hesitated, then stepped back with the other. She stayed there suspended in mid air for several heartbeats then stepped back again so Logan's hands were at arm's length.

 

“I feel much as I did on the blanket,” she said, looking down between her feet. “This is a most strange sensation.”

 

“Happy now?” asked Logan, shifting his weight slightly so he was pulling her gently back towards him.

 

“Not entirely,” said Autumn and wrenched her hands from his. For a moment she started to fall but she twisted in mid air and grabbed the tassels of the blanket with both hands. Before Logan could cry out in horror she was hoisting herself back onto the blanket.

 

“You Voqev cursed fool!” he shouted, his rage spilling up from depths inside himself that he did not know existed. “You idiot! Do you care so little for this world that you seek to join Yammoe? Get away from me before I throw you off myself, you, you … ohhh!”

 

Autumn just stared at him, aghast at his naked anger. Cautiously she reached for his arm but he spun away. 

 

“Don't touch me!” he shouted. “Voqev! What got into you? I cannot believe that … arghhh!” He flung himself down on the blanket then punched it as hard as he could.

 

“Logan,” whispered Autumn, finding her voice. “Logan?”

 

“Do not speak to me!” he growled. “I do not ever want to hear your voice again!” He twisted round so his back was towards her.

 

“Logan,” she said very very quietly and put her hand on his shoulder.

 

“Get off!” he exclaimed and wrenched his shoulder away.

 

Confused, Autumn sat down behind Logan, facing his back, and thought over the last few moments. Slowly a realisation grew.

 

“I am most deeply sorry for what I did, Logan,” she said quietly. “It was thoughtless and foolish of me.”

 

“Pah,” he exclaimed, staring out at the empty vastness of the sky.

 

“I meant it,” she said. “'Tis only now that I realise how much I scared you. I was thinking only of myself and of knowing more about this blanket and what it does and I did not think beyond that.”

 

There was a pause then Logan shuffled round to face her.

 

“You could have killed yourself,” he said. “You could have died!”

 

“I did not think that to be the case,” said Autumn. “It seemed to me that so long as some part of me was in contact with the blanket then I would be supported by the blanket and the only way to determine the truth of it was to separate myself entirely from it. But, yes, you are right. It was foolish of me to have taken such a risk. I knew I would be able to get back on the blanket but at the very least I should have warned you.”

 

“At the very least you should not have done it at all!” exclaimed Logan. “What if you'd missed the tassels? What if you'd slipped? What if a bird had flown between you and the blanket at just the wrong moment? What if the blanket had torn? Voqev! What if you'd simply been wrong? Has such a thought ever occurred to you? What if you'd been wrong?”

 

“All good ifs,” said Autumn. “I can but apologise once more. And, yes, oft times I have been wrong and it was foolish of me to think that this time was not one of them.”

 

“Oh Autumn,” said Logan, so sadly that it tore at Autumn's heart. “You could have died! You could have died! This was not some foul enemy you could twirl around and disarm with a flick of your eyelashes! This was a fall from a great height and not even you could survive such a thing.”

 

“Aye, Logan,” said Autumn. “I cannot find any justification or excuse for my foolishness. Umm, can you find it within yourself to forgive me?”

 

“And that question alone shows the depths of your foolishness and lack of understanding,” said Logan.

 

“Ahh,” said Autumn sadly. She shifted round slightly so she was looking out rather than at Logan. “So you cannot forgive me then. That saddens me greatly.”

 

“Oh Autumn, Autumn,” said Logan, softly. “You are the biggest fool in all of creation. As long as you live and are with me I will forgive you anything. Just don't ever scare me like that again.”

 




Chapter Six

 

With a sigh Logan woke and, as was his custom, partially opened one eye to assess the prospects of the day ahead before deciding whether or not to go back to sleep. His belly groaned a little for the dried fish of the day before had not been a feast but he was no stranger to an empty belly. Still, the day was mildly warm, no clouds of any great importance were in sight and the bird perched nearby seemed friendly enough. They stared one-eyed at each other for a while then Logan sighed. The bird lost interest and began to straighten its feathers with its beak.

 

“Is it not a beautiful day?” enquired Autumn's voice, “or are you not yet sufficiently awake to enjoy its splendours?”

 

Logan's one eye cast around but he could not see her. With a groan he began to roll over so his other eye could assist the first but it was not to be. Something was pinning his hip to the ground.

 

“Ugh,” he said and tried to twist more strongly.

 

“I venture that is confirmation you are awake,” said Autumn, appearing within his limited vision. “Hold a moment while I free you.” The bird looked at her briefly then launched itself into the air.

 

She disappeared from his view and he felt her weight on his hip then a fleeting movement of her hand.

 

“You can get up now,” she said and briefly reappeared before disappearing once more.

 

“What happened?” he asked, sitting up and scratching his head vigorously.

 

“I could not be certain you would not roll over in the night,” she said, opening her pack, “nor could I be certain I would see you in the dark in time to catch you if you did. I pinned your tunic to the blanket.” She took out her little pot of salve and replaced the metal needle she had bought in Wase.

 

“Ahh,” said Logan. He nodded as her words seeped slowly into his wakening mind then twisted to peer over the edge of the blanket. Some way below was sea although whether it was more sea or the same sea from the day before he could not tell. The blanket did appear to still be moving so likely the sea had changed.

 

“Where are we?” he asked, twisting back to look at her again.

 

“I know not,” said Autumn, “although we passed over an expanse of land in the early light of Astauand and far off to the north I could see the shapes of mountains shrouded in mist. I venture that they were the Ahon Hara Mountains for I know of no others in the south of Aferraron. I could be wrong however.”

 

“Ohh,” said Logan. He scratched his armpit then took a long swallow from their water bottle before standing up. Much to the dismay of a pair of birds flying a little way beneath them he relieved himself then sat down again.

 

“Did you stay awake all night?” he asked.

 

“No,” said Autumn. “I went to sleep soon after you.”

 

“You should have woken me so I could watch over you,” he said, mildly alarmed even though it was entirely apparent she had not rolled off the blanket either.

 

“There was no need,” she said with a smile. “I have two needles. I pinned my sleeve to the blanket. You see? I have taken your words of caution to heart.”

 

“I'm glad to hear it,” said Logan. “So does that mean you will not be doing your exercises today?”

 

“Decidedly not,” said Autumn. “It is too small and the risk too high. It would serve no purpose. You slept well?”

 

“Aye,” said Logan. “And you?”

 

“In the main,” she said, “although I had a dream that disturbed me.”

 

“Oh yes?” asked Logan. “Just a dream or was it a nightmare?”

 

Autumn shrugged. “They are but one and the same,” she said. “I dreamt that when I let go of your hands yesterday I missed the tassels of the blanket and fell and that you jumped after me. It seemed we fell for the longest of times then suddenly we were in the water and kept on falling and falling. Then something happened which I do not recall but afterwards we were on a large boat but that boat was at the bottom of the sea and many of its timbers were missing and many fish swam around us and eels and crabs crawled over what remained. I fancy it was nothing more than my mind working through what might have happened but it was a strong reminder that I should pay every attention to your concerns and not be lost in my curiosity as I was lost in the depths of the sea.”

 

“Good,” said Logan. “Much as I think you are invincible Aloidia always has the final say in what happens by fortune, whether good or ill.”

 

“Aye, you do oft times say that,” said Autumn, “and doubtless my vanity prevents me from truly accepting it. Still, the presence of you in my dream gave me cause for thought and after I woke and settled into my meditation I pondered whether or not you being at the bottom of the sea with me had any significance.”

 

“And what did you conclude?” asked Logan, looking sharply at her.

 

“That it did,” she said. “We have travelled together these two summers past and been through much. I have always said that we are both free to go our separate ways at any time but I suspect my dream was also alerting me to more than just my fallibility.”

 

“You do like to draw things out, don't you,” said Logan with a laugh. “Is it not possible to just tell me your conclusion simply and clearly?”

 

“Very likely not,” said Autumn with an amused snort. “My many summers at the Esyup taught me much in the art of fighting but at the same time it instilled in me a desire to explore every possibility and speak at length on the littlest of things. I wager the one and the other are entwined irretrievably and the loss of one could well bring about the loss of the other.”

 

“Then wake me up when you near the point of this,” said Logan. “I imagine this blanket has some way to go yet and doubtless you do too.”

 

“Not at all, Logan,” said Autumn, leaning forward to whack his leg in a friendly way. “My point is short and simply made. My dream does, I venture, say to me that I am wrong in saying we are both free to go our separate ways for I wager it is apparent to all, save myself, that our lives are also entwined irretrievably. Certainly all we meet think that to be so and your words from yesterday and the other times we have spoken on this suggest that you think it to be so as well. Likely I am as you said the biggest fool in all creation for it has taken all this time for me to come to accept it and then only through the auspices of a dream. Like as not the dream was simply an opening onto thoughts I would not permit myself to think directly.”

 

Logan stared at her for a few moments then laughed happily.

 

“And you think that was short and simply made?” he asked. “Could you not have just said 'Logan, we belong together' and have done with it?”

 

“I thought that is what I did say,” said Autumn, looking puzzled. “Or did you just make another of your jokes?”

 

“If it was a joke it was not intended,” said Logan. “It is just that I know not what to say.”

 

“Well you could begin by saying whether you agree or disagree,” said Autumn, “and if you agree then on what basis you agree and if you disagree then on what points you challenge. That is the nature of discussion and disputation.”

 

“Oh Autumn, Autumn, you delight me so!” exclaimed Logan. “Only you could reduce such matters to logical points of disputation and still not cause offence! Let me say, clearly and simply, that I agree with you entirely that our lives are entwined irretrievably and that my basis for saying so is because I want it to be true.”

 

“But what you want is not a solid basis for determining truth,” said Autumn, frowning.

 

“'Tis not what I want, Autumn,” said Logan, “although actually it is what I want but that is by the by. It is what you want and your dream is simply your logical mind's way of shouting loudly at you to get your attention.”

 

“Surely not,” said Autumn, her frown deepening. “I have always worked to keep my mind open to new possibilities. You would seem to be saying that my mind is closed and, moreover, is it not possible that my next dream will lead me to the opposite conclusion?”

 

“And there you contradict yourself,” said Logan. “You started this conversation by saying that your dream had alerted you to both your fallibility and our being intertwined and now you say that your next dream will reverse both and will convince you that you are indeed infallible and that we are not intertwined.”

 

“Is that a contradiction?” asked Autumn. “Surely it is more that dreams have no solidity.”

 

“In which case why bother telling me of your dream and what conclusions you draw from it?” said Logan. “It seems to me that the only reason you spent time thinking about it during your meditations is because you want it to be true.”

 

“I venture I have created a viper in you, Logan,” said Autumn, holding her head back as though to peer at him from a distance. “You were but a simple country boy when first we met and now you confound me with your twists and turns of tortured logic. I must think more on this.”

 

“As you wish,” said Logan, “but do not forget one simple truth.”

 

“And what is that?” asked Autumn.

 

“I know not where your place is,” said Logan, “but mine is by your side and I have known this since first we met. You, on the other hand, try to deny what is obvious to all and seek to hide from the truth by demanding logical justifications when no such justifications are possible. Even your dreams are now telling you this and still you try to deny it.”

 

“Hmmph,” muttered Autumn, her eyes narrowing. “A viper indeed. What evils have I done in past lives to make you plague me thus in this one? I will think more on what you say, have no concerns about that.”

 

* * *

 

“Is it my imagination or are we descending?” asked Autumn. “Granted Astauand is now mid way up Its rise but our shadow below would seem closer than it was not long ago.”

 

“I confess I have not been watching it,” said Logan, peering over the edge of the blanket, “and I am not certain I am pleased with the idea or not. This blanket is not the most exciting of places and yet if our destination is that city up ahead then I don't think I want to arrive.”

 

“'Tis likely just a city,” said Autumn. “Much as any other I would expect.”

 

“But it does differ in one significant way,” said Logan. “Hysleria and Sploop knows what else lie in store for me.”

 

“And doubtless Hysleria will have food,” said Autumn. “Does not that prospect cheer you up?”

 

“Oh, doubtless,” said Logan glumly. “There is one thing that royalty does right well and that is eating but I would prefer a handful of roots and the peace of a forest glade to feasting and being Roinad.”

 

“Be steadfast, Logan,” said Autumn. “I venture one feast with this Saamrat will be sufficient then we will be able to go on our way with full bellies and easy hearts. Mayhap Hysleria may wish to discuss some minor point with you but that is unlikely for my recollection of the man is that he does not take the sharing of power lightly.”

 

“Aye, with Aloidia's aid I pray you are right,” said Logan. “If that city is our destination I wonder where the blanket will leave us?”

 

“I would expect right outside the entrance of wherever we are to be,” said Autumn. “'Twould seem strange to take us to an unknown city then leave us with no idea where to go next. I venture the palace of the Saamrat would be the most likely place. Likely also that Mother Midcarn has already sent word of our arrival and Hysleria or someone else is waiting to greet us. We are definitely getting lower and we continue to head directly towards the city.”

 

“But I see nothing that looks like a palace,” said Logan peering intently ahead. Now that there was something to fix on it was apparent that the blanket was travelling very fast. The city appeared to be rushing headlong towards them.

 

“Mayhap we are not yet close enough,” said Autumn, “although I fancy I can see waves breaking on the shore.”

 

“And fishing boats,” said Logan, as one flashed past, a few scant body lengths below. “Ahh, we are heading off to the right. Mayhap we are going around the city and our destination is some way further on.”

 

“I think not,” said Autumn. “'Twould seem the city is some way back from the headland. Like as not the palace is further round the bay.”

 

“Eeek! That was close!” exclaimed Logan as they both jerked back as the blanket came perilously close to the top of a particularly tall tree. A flock of birds scattered then gave chase for a few moments but the blanket was too fast for them.

 

A short while later they both slid helplessly to the side as the blanket banked sharply to head off out to sea then a few moments after that it banked sharply to the left. Autumn's staff and pack slid wildly to the right, bounced off something invisible and slid back to where they had been although for some reason Logan's staff did not move.

 

“Are you hurt?” asked Autumn, getting up again.

 

“No,” said Logan, “although my heart is pounding. I wish this cursed thing had given some warning.” He stayed down, on his hands and knees in case it happened again.

 

“Good,” said Autumn. “I fancy this blanket was just lining up for it would seem that our destination is right there.”

 

“You mean that big building directly ahead?” asked Logan, staring at it as it loomed larger. “The one with all the guards outside?”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn then fell over as the blanket lurched to the right again. She rolled instinctively and leapt to her feet just as the blanket lurched to the left to go around the corner of the western most wing of the building. “Mizule!”

 

This time she stayed down which was fortunate as the blanket shot past the rear corner of the wing then turned back on itself to fly directly towards the building.

 

“I fancy we are here,” said Autumn, looking at the ground. “I see no greeting party however.”

 

“Oh Sploop!” exclaimed Logan, staring directly ahead. “We're going to hit the side! Voqev, no, no!”

 

“Mizule!” exclaimed Autumn, glancing up.

 

She instantly jumped on top of Logan, forcing him into the blanket as it hit the side of the building, at least two body lengths above the ground. There was the strangest sensation of a flash of black light and a deeply cold tingling rushed through them both then they landed in a heap on the floor. Logan's staff bounced off his head then clattered beside him.

 

“Owww!” he exclaimed, rubbing his head vigorously. “That hurt!”

 

“My humblest apologies, Logan,” said a whispery voice as Fiau appeared. “Some strange magic dragged me from my slumbers. 'Twas not my intent to harm you.”

 

“All is good, Fiau,” said Logan, checking his hand for blood. “I know not where we are but we have arrived somewhere. 'Tis good to know you are well.”

 

“Magic, you say?” asked Autumn, sitting up and looking around. “Is it still here?”

 

“No,” said Fiau. “'Twas the magic of something departing, not arriving.”

 

“The blanket!” exclaimed Logan, jumping to his feet. “Where is it?”

 

“Not here, at any rate,” said Autumn, also getting to her feet. “There would seem to be blankets aplenty folded on that bed over there but likely none are ours. I think we have arrived and our blanket has returned from whence it came.”

 

“Have you need of me?” asked Fiau, her long thin silvery body rustling gently.

 

“I think not, Fiau,” said Logan, rubbing his head again. “But thank you very much anyway and think no more on hitting me. 'Twas an accident and I blame you not.”

 

“Then I bid you fare well for now,” whispered Fiau. She looked at Logan for a moment, the concentric green circles in her eyes pulsating gently, then she quietly merged back into Logan's staff.

 

“Here is your blanket,” said Autumn, picking up Logan's rolled blanket.

 

Logan whirled around then laughed sheepishly. 

 

“I thought you meant that blanket,” he said, “not mine.” He took it from Autumn and squeezed it in the middle to check the coins and rings were still there. They were.

 

“'Twould seem we are in a sleeping room,” said Autumn as she slipped the cord of her pack over her shoulder and hefted her staff, “but it seems overly large for just one bed. Likely you could sleep ten or more in here. Aye and the bed seems overly large as well. It could easily sleep three big men.”

 

“And no one to greet us,” said Logan looking around. “I don't know if I'm pleased about that or not. What do we do now?”

 

“I fancy neither of us is inclined to sleep,” said Autumn, “so let us venture through the door over there and see what is to be seen.”

 

“Or this one,” said Logan, gesturing to a slightly smaller door behind them. 

 

“Ahh, I did not see that,” said Autumn. “Well now, you are the one who has been invited here. Which door do you choose?”

 

“This window,” said Logan, going over to peer out. “'Twould seem an easy climb down although there are quite a lot of people down there and most seem to be armed. Like as not they will stop us if we try to escape.”

 

“Forgive me for saying this,” said Autumn, peering out the window as well, “but you seem to be approaching this with the wrong attitude. My understanding from Mother Midcarn is that you have been summoned here to give aid to Hysleria, not because you are to stand trial for some crime. If that were so then we would be in Uli-Rratha not wherever we are.”

 

“I still feel like a prisoner,” said Logan, watching the armed guards, “and how do you know we are not in Uli-Rratha?”

 

“A fair point,” said Autumn, turning to look around the room again. “I have never seen Uli-Rratha from above before although this does not look like the Roinad's Palace or the Court House.”10

 

 

“True enough,” said Logan. “Doesn't mean we're not prisoners though.”

 

“Someone comes,” hissed Autumn, dropping into her defensive stance. She started edging forward, listening intently to the approaching footsteps. Logan, too, dropped into his defensive stance, nearly tripping Autumn as the end of his staff caught her foot. She ignored the tap and edged closer to the larger of the two doors.

 

The footsteps ended and the door creaked slowly open. A woman backed in, carrying an armful of cut logs. When the door was sufficiently open she turned then froze when she saw the two strangers within. A moment later she screamed and dropped the logs before running out again.

 

“It would seem we were not expected then,” said Autumn, straightening from her stance. She pushed one of the logs with her foot and it felt and moved much like any other log.

 

“Oh Sploop!” exclaimed Logan as shouting erupted and heavy feet thudded along the corridor.

 

“Get in that corner!” exclaimed Autumn, shoving him hard. “Let me deal with this!”

 




Chapter Seven

 

Three heavily built men with swords unsheathed and raised burst into the room, excited at the prospect of relieving their boredom. All saw Autumn at much the same moment and they plunged towards her.

 

“Hold!” commanded Autumn in a loud voice, thrusting her hand, palm forward, at them. “What is the meaning of this intrusion?”

 

Two of the men skidded to a halt, confused by her peremptory tone of voice. The third, older and somewhat deaf, reacted more slowly and Autumn quickly sidestepped to avoid his blade. He twisted to make another attempt and spotted Logan out of the corner of his eye. Attempting to both slash at Autumn and turn to face a new enemy his feet entangled themselves and he stumbled into the bed.

 

“Hold I said!” exclaimed Autumn, slashing her staff around to point at the man sprawled amongst the folded blankets. Surprised to be thus singled out the older man slid off the bed to sit, staring at Autumn.

 

“Explain yourselves,” barked Autumn, backing away so all three men were in her field of vision.

 

“'Tis you who needs to be explaining things,” snapped another man appearing in the doorway. “You two, seize the wench and you three get that one in the corner.” He stepped into the room and three more men piled in behind him. “And you, Gras, get up off your pox riddled arse and get out of here, you useless mongrel.”

 

Autumn dodged the two who tried to grab her and planted herself in front of Logan, her staff raised and her body now poised and ready to fight.

 

“Do you not recognise your Roinad?” she barked.

 

“The Roinad?” exclaimed the one who appeared to be in charge. He laughed. “That there scruffy little ragamuffin be the Roinad? Oh that be right rich. And who be you girly? The Saamrat of all Sassese'lte?”

 

“I am Autumn Savannah, Krisana of Yeinydd ru Morathke ny Feandrakek Esyup,” said Autumn, “and defender of the Roinad.” 

 

“Oh aye?” said the man. “A pretty little thing like you? Don't make me laugh. If you be the defender of the Roinad then what be your title then, eh? We don't call 'em defenders in Aferraron.”

 

“I … don't remember,” said Autumn, frowning.

 

“Course you don't, girly,” he said, “seeing as how you ain't no such thing. How'd you get past the guards outside anyway?”

 

“It is not for you to question us,” interjected Logan feeling he ought to take some part in the proceedings.

 

“Ohh, playing tough now, are we, lad?” sneered the man. “Feel safe with your woman defending you, eh? Pah! Right then boys, take 'em to the guard room and we'll see about questioning them properly. Get the truth out of 'em, one way or another.”

 

“I will not permit that,” said Autumn coldly. “Instead you will summon Hysleria who will put you right and doubtless have your head removed before this day is out.”

 

“Hysleria, eh?” said the man. “You do have big ears, don't you, girly. Where be you hearing that name, then, eh?”

 

“Umm, Summen?” said one of the other men, a little uncertainly.

 

“What?” barked the Summen, not looking round.

 

“Umm, not for me to say, like,” said the man, “but I were one of the guards at that there Mundulgen two, three summers back. Reckon this girlie looks familiar, like. Ain't saying her be the Apiakun, mind, but she could have been.”

 

“Apiakun!” exclaimed Autumn, jerking her staff. “That's the word. My apologies. I should have remembered. As Apiakun I bested Kizerain Qerrassa at the, ahh, the Mundulgen.”

 

“Who?” said the Summen, scowling. “Can't say as how I've ever heard that name. Be she right Maz?”

 

“Dunno,” said Maz. “All I remember is a little girly what looked a bit like this one besting some big brute of a bastard. Right handy she was too. Bested the sod without killing him and all. All twirly and legs everywhere she was.”

 

“So you think this be her?” asked the Summen, frowning. “'Tain't hardly likely though is it. Scrawny little girl like her besting an Apiakun. What about him? Looks more like a scarecrow than a Roinad. You reckon it be him?”

 

“Can't say as I ever saw the Roinad,” said Maz. “I was at the back, see.”

 

“So what we gonna do, Summen?” asked one of the others.

 

“Can't say as I rightly know,” said the Summen, rubbing the back of his neck. “Well, what I be thinking is that if that lad really do be the Roinad and we be killing him then I be losing me head but if we be taking him to Hysleria an' he ain't Roinad then I just be losing me job.”

 

“I confess I am unable to understand why you hesitate,” said Autumn. “'Twould seem a simple decision to me.”

 

“Aye, reckon as how you have the right of it,” said the Summen, scowling. “Right then, grab 'em and we'll take 'em to Hysleria.”

 

“You will not touch me,” barked Autumn, as a guard tried to take her arm. In one swift move she grabbed his wrist, twisted his arm behind his back and threw him against the wall. The others hesitated then surged forward.

 

“Hold lads,” commanded the Summen, holding out his arm. He gazed at Autumn appraisingly. “You be right fast, I'll give you that. What was it you said you were?”

 

“The Apiakun to the Roinad,” said Autumn as the guard picked himself off the floor and tried to stem the flow of blood from his nose.

 

“No, t'other thing,” he said. “Chrissy something.”

 

“Oh, Krisana,” said Autumn. “I am a Krisana of Yeinydd ru Morathke ny Feandrakek Esyup.” 

 

“Aye, that,” said the Summen. “Be sounding right impressive and if that be the truth of it, you be giving your word you and yonder scarecrow be not trying to escape?”

 

“I give you my word,” said Autumn. “Neither of us will try to escape if you are indeed taking us to Hysleria.”

 

“Right then,” said the Summen. He looked around and spotted the girl who'd raised the alarm peering round the doorpost, wide eyed and enthralled at the unexpected entertainment. “You, clean up that blood on the wall!” She hurried off to get a cloth and water and doubtless gossip with the other maids.

 

* * *

 

“Excuse me, my Lord,” murmured Zytote, bowing obsequiously beside Hysleria.

 

“Yes, what is it?” barked Hysleria, looking up from the chicken leg in his hand that he'd been gazing at thoughtfully.

 

“There are some guards outside who say they have captured two intruders, my Lord,” murmured Zytote.

 

“Why do you disturb me with such trivia?” snapped Hysleria. “All intruders are to be summarily executed, you know that.”

 

“Indeed, my Lord,” murmured Zytote, “but the circumstances in this instance are somewhat unusual.”

 

“They always are,” said Hysleria caustically. He pursed his lips. “Why is it that we employ guards who are unable to follow the simplest of orders?”

 

“I fancy in this instance it is because they are most desirous of attending to your every need, my Lord,” said Zytote.

 

“I need to not be disturbed, Zytote,” said Hysleria. “Has no one ever thought of that?”

 

“Quite, my Lord,” said Zytote. “I shall instruct the guards to remove the intruders immediately and dispose of them without disturbing you any further.” He paused then added, “unless, perhaps, under the circumstances … ?”

 

“Oh Voqev!” snarled Hysleria, throwing down the chicken leg. “Very well, what are these 'somewhat unusual circumstances' that you feel need to be brought to my attention?”

 

“'Twould seem that the intruders, a young man and a young woman,” said Zytote, “who, while appearing to be but common thieves who managed to find a way inside the Palace of the Saamrat, doubtless for the purpose of stealing whatever fineries they could lay their hands on, nonetheless claim that they are the Roinad and his Apiakun.”

 

“Two thieves?” exclaimed Hysleria, shoving back his chair. “You bother me with two thieves? Execute them and be done with it!”

 

“As you wish, my Lord,” said Zytote. “I shall so instruct the guards immediately.” He bowed his head and started shuffling backwards towards the door.

 

“A moment, Zytote,” said Hysleria. “What was that you said?”

 

“I spoke merely of two intruders, My Lord,” said Zytote.

 

“No the last thing you said,” said Hysleria. “Something about a claim?”

 

“Ahh, my apologies, my Lord,” said Zytote. “The intruders claim that they are the Roinad and his Apiakun.”

 

“What?” shouted Hysleria, jumping to his feet. “What? The Roinad is here? Why was I not informed immediately?” He snatched up the chicken leg and threw it at Zytote. “Bring him here immediately, you Voqev cursed fool!”

 

“My Lord,” murmured Zytote. He shuffled away again, ignoring the chicken leg that had missed him by some considerable margin and now lay on the floor. Miscellaneous food was not his problem.

 

Moments later he returned to usher in Autumn and Logan. An unhappy looking Summen followed.

 

“My humblest apologies for the failures of my staff, Highness,” said Hysleria, hurrying over. He studied Logan's face then nodded. “Aye, you have changed since last we met, Highness. You have an air of nobility that was perhaps not so apparent then.”

 

“Oh, umm, thank you,” said Logan nonplussed.

 

“Doubtless you are weary and hungry from your journey here,” said Hysleria. “Come, there is food at the table and more suitable clothing will be brought immediately. My humble greetings to you also, Autumn Savannah. You too have changed for you are more beautiful than ever, despite these unfortunate circumstances. Doubtless your skills have been honed further also, if that is possible, for the Roinad Logan is clearly in the best of health. You will join us at the table?”

 

“Yes, thank you,” said Autumn.

 

“If you will excuse me for but a moment I shall make the necessary arrangements,” said Hysleria. “I trust you will forgive the meagreness of the food. We are but guests here and lack the full resources of Aferraron.”

 

There was a pause while Autumn and Logan looked at each other then she raised her eyebrows and nodded slightly but significantly.

 

“Oh, err, absolutely,” said Logan in a strangled voice. “Yes, definitely. Do what you need to do.”

 

“If you would most kindly step this way, Highness,” murmured Zytote, quick to see an opportunity to ingratiate himself.

 

“Um, yes,” said Logan. He followed Zytote to the table while Autumn looked quizzically at Hysleria who was giving orders to an aide while glaring at the Summen. The Summen, having finally grasped that Logan was indeed the Roinad, was now contemplating his future, or lack of it, and staring dispiritedly at his feet.

 

“A kindness, if you please,” she said.

 

“How may I be of assistance, Autumn Savannah?” asked Hysleria, coming over to join her.

 

“Please do not be harsh with the guards who found us,” she said. “'Twas a difficult situation for them and they acted honourably once it became clear that we were not the intruders they thought we were. 'Twould seem we were brought here with no forewarning.”

 

“That is indeed true,” said Hysleria. “I confess I did not expect his Highness to grace us with his presence for some days yet which was remiss of me. Am I to understand, however, that you wish me to reward them for failing to recognise his Highness instantly?”

 

“I venture reward encourages learning more than punishment,” said Autumn.

 

“A novel idea, Autumn Savannah,” said Hysleria, “but then you are a thinker unbound by convention, are you not?”

 

“Perhaps,” said Autumn. “Certainly it is my practice to question that which others oft times consider to be beyond question.”

 

“As I well recall, Autumn Savannah,”11

 said Hysleria with a smile. “And that did not turn out so badly after all. I shall ensure that your desires are carried out.” 

 

“Thank you,” said Autumn. “Also, there is no need to address me as Autumn Savannah each time we speak.”

 

“Perhaps it is time the Roinad performed what is long overdue,” said Hysleria. “Lady Autumn Savannah would be more appropriate.”

 

“Most definitely not,” said Autumn. “I do not, never have nor ever will seek honours whether they are due or not. Autumn alone will be sufficient.”

 

“But are you not a Krisana?” asked Hysleria. “Is that not an honour bestowed upon you?”

 

“Not at all,” said Autumn. “I do not use the title unless it is absolutely necessary. Moreover it is not an honour. It is a privilege and was awarded only after lengthy and arduous training and examination, not on a whim.”

 

“And thus you dismiss our entire aristocracy out of hand,” said Hysleria with a laugh. “Autumn it shall be.”

 

“Forgive me,” said Autumn. “I did not mean to belittle your honours in any way. I sought only to explain my own views on the matter.”

 

“I daresay you have the right of it, though, Autumn,” said Hysleria. “There is little examination and no training behind the title of Lord or Lady beyond right of birth or the whim of the Roinad. Mayhap that is why so many seek such titles. Shall we join his Highness?”

 

“I fancy also Logan would prefer you to call him Logan, rather than Highness,” said Autumn. “He gets embarrassed by any form of praise and we both know he never sought nor desired to be Roinad.”

 

“It would be most wrong of me to embarrass the Roinad in any way,” said Hysleria. “You are certain that he will not be affronted if I call him Logan?”

 

“Perhaps 'twould be best you check with him,” said Autumn. “I would not want to cause you any grief either.”

 

“As you say, ahh, Autumn,” said Hysleria. “Can I suggest you try the fish? It is local but succulent and full flavoured nonetheless.”

 

“And the bread is delicious,” said Logan enthusiastically. He waved a torn off lump with several bite sized pieces missing in Autumn's direction. “'Tis the finest bread I've eaten in I don't know how long!”

 

“I am most delighted you enjoy it, High …” started Hysleria then glanced at Autumn. “Ahh, if you will permit, Autumn has suggested that my referring to you as Highness might not be to your taste and that Logan might be your preference, Highness?”

 

“Oh, umm, yes,' said Logan, going a little pink. “Highness makes me feel uncomfortable. I'd much rather you call me Logan.”

 

“Then it shall be so, Logan,” said Hysleria, sitting down.

 

“Perhaps a little chicken, ahh, Logan?” murmured Zytote, leaning around Logan to slide a platter of roasted chicken pieces closer to him.

 

“You will refer to his Highness as his Highness!” barked Hysleria, looking affronted.

 

“I abase myself for my temerity,” murmured Zytote obsequiously, jerking back to stand behind and to the side of Logan again. His face remained courteous and gave no sign of what emotions, if any, swirled within.

 

“'Twould not be seemly for the staff to become over familiar,” said Hysleria, noticing Autumn looking at him. “It encourages disrespect or do you think Logan will wish to abandon every protocol?”

 

“That would be impractical as well as impolite,” said Autumn. “And I wager we will not be here long enough to have any marked impact. Where is 'here', incidentally? We found ourselves in an upstairs room but a short time ago and were brought to see you but beyond Sassese'lte we have no inkling.”

 

“You do not know how you come to be here?” asked Hysleria, toying with an apple.

 

“We are brought here by Mother Midcarn,” said Logan. “On a blanket that flew through the air and needed no directions.”

 

“Remarkable,” said Hysleria, looking almost impressed. “It gratifies me that Mother Midcarn acceded to my request for I got the impression she was not best pleased. As to where, we are in the dining room attached to my offices in the guest apartments of the Palace of the Saamrat in the city of Tafa'ul in the mintika of Tersees.”

 

“Are we not in Sassese'lte then?” asked Autumn, frowning.

 

“You are indeed in Sassese'lte,” said Hysleria. “However, Sassese'lte as such is not a place, more of a convenience.”

 

“So we are in a convenience?” asked Autumn. “How does that work?”

 

“At times well and at other times badly,” said Hysleria, steepling his fingers. “Indeed, most times badly, at least as far as we in Aferraron are concerned for this land is divided between seven mintikas, each of which is ruled by a single Sarkun who has absolute power within his mintika. However, in matters concerning other lands, such as Aferraron, each of the seven mintikas are represented by a Safir on a council known as the Alsiyada. What is generally referred to as the Land of Sassese'lte is more correctly the Alsiyada representing the seven mintikas.”

 

“Ah yes,” said Autumn. “I recall now Mother Midcarn did speak of this Alsiyada. It seemed to me that this was a good thing as it encourages cooperation in a way that a single ruler with absolute power does not. Dissent leads to discussion and greater understanding, does it not?”

 

“Perhaps,” said Hysleria. “'Tis my experience, however, that dissent leads only to ill feeling and disruption.”

 

“But is it not the case that in your dealings with Sassese'lte that it is easier to work with the Alsiyada rather than with each of these mintikas separately?” asked Autumn.

 

“Decidedly not,” said Hysleria. “The great advantage of working with a single ruler is that decisions can be made quickly and agreements reached which are generally binding, at least while that ruler still lives. The great disadvantage of working with the Alsiyada is that every tiny point must be taken back to the Alsiyada for discussion and debate and at times with referring back to individual Sarkuns. By the time agreement is reached by one Sarkun, another will have changed his mind and the Alsiyada is back in disarray again. 'Tis only with the greatest of patience and with much frustration that any agreement is ever concluded. Then, if and when an overall agreement is reached with the Alsiyada the entirety of that agreement must go back to each of the mintikas for the Sarkun to ratify and oft times one or more does not and the whole process must begin again.”

 

“Oh,” said Autumn. She pursed her lips and thought for a few moments while Logan investigated a dish of fruit. “Might it not be more productive if the Sarkuns sat on the Alsiyada rather than Safirs?”

 

“If so then who would rule the mintikas in their place?” said Hysleria. “No, 'tis likely best for Safirs to be at the Alsiyada as the Sarkuns are inward looking rather than outward looking. Generally the Safirs are close relatives of the Sarkuns and know their minds so it does work after a fashion.”

 

“And the Saamrat?” asked Autumn. “Where does she fit into all this?”

 

“The Saamrat is, by tradition, the Sarkun, or in this case the Sarkane, of Tersees,” said Hysleria. “She speaks for the Alsiyada as a whole but has no more influence over it than any other Sarkun.”

 

“So why then does the Sarkane wish to meet with Logan?” asked Autumn. “Is it mere curiosity or is there more to it?”

 

Logan paused in his eating to watch them both intently.

 

“I wish I knew,” said Hysleria sourly. “We have been negotiating the terms of the Second Aferraron-Sassese'lte Treaty of Communion for almost two summers and I had thought that all parties were ready to sign. Then that cursed woman announces that no signatures will be forthcoming from the Alsiyada unless the Roinad of Aferraron attends the Alsiyada personally and signs before all present. 'Tis quite ridiculous.” 

 




Chapter Eight

 

“So 'tis not usual?” asked Autumn, frowning.

 

Hysleria looked dourly at her. 

 

“Decidedly not,” he said. “If 'twere so then Logan would not be able to journey as he does. The presence of the Roinad is only needed for major agreements and they are few and far between. This is a minor matter and my presence and those of the Alsiyada would normally be a mere formality for the signing. The discussions and agreements were made at lower levels.”

 

“'Tis strange indeed then,” said Autumn. She pondered for a few moments then her face cleared. “Doubtless we shall find out the reasons why soon enough. When shall this meeting take place?”

 

“And that is in itself a difficulty,” said Hysleria, “and requires a little thought.”

 

“How so?” asked Autumn. “The Roinad is here as requested so why can the meeting not take place soon and we can be on our way?”

 

“Because I suspect there will be great doubt as to the validity of the Roinad,” said Hysleria, getting up and taking an apple from the table. He tossed it thoughtfully in his hand while studying Logan then put it down again. “I mean no disrespect, Logan, but look at you. You wear a travel stained tunic, your feet are bare and your hair is unkempt. You have not the look of a Roinad and I wager many if not all of the Safirs will not believe you are he. Likely they will suspect me of bringing forward an impostor for the sake of expediency. You, Autumn, as his Apiakun can claim expediency in your manner of dress as the needs of your craft outweigh all other factors but not he. First and foremost a Roinad must be able to command with his mere presence and, sadly, Logan does not.”

 

“Would you not dress an impostor appropriately if that were so?” asked Autumn as Logan looked down at his clothing.

 

“Aye,” said Hysleria with a snort. He picked up the apple again. “I would not be so foolish as to present one looking like this and expect to be believed but suspicions run rife and deception is not unknown. Better clothing will be brought shortly but this will still not be sufficient for we did not bring with us any of the Roinad's clothing and such that we have in Uli-Rratha will no longer fit for Logan has grown since last we met. Moreover, there is the matter of your arrival. Again it is not unknown for Roinads to travel incognito but such would not be the case here. This is a formal signing of a Treaty between two powers and the Roinad would normally arrive with great ceremony. For me to suddenly produce a lad dressed such as he and with no witnesses to his arrival in this land will turn suspicions into accusations.” He bit unnecessarily viciously into the apple and chewed slowly while studying Logan.

 

“How then did you expect Mother Midcarn to deliver us?” asked Autumn.

 

“I confess I gave that no thought,” said Hysleria, frowning, “which was remiss of me. And how is it that you are here anyway? I have had no reports of fresh arrivals of ships from Aferraron save only the usual trading vessels.”

 

“We did not come from Aferraron,” said Autumn. “We came here direct from Danornor.”

 

“Danornor?” exclaimed Hysleria. He tossed the apple into a corner and leaned against the table. “That muck infested place? How is it you came here from Danornor? They only trade with Wase since the place was wrested from us by the Mo'i.”

 

“Aye, we heard something of that when we were in Schtei,”12

 said Autumn. “Mother …”

 

“Schtei?” exclaimed Hysteria, thrusting himself forward. “You have been in Wase?”

 

“Umm, yes,” said Autumn. “Is there a problem with that?”

 

“Was Logan identified as the Roinad while you were there?” asked Hysleria.

 

“No,” said Autumn. “We were just travellers.”

 

“Well, that is fortunate,” said Hysleria. “There are factions in Wase which seek to breech our agreements with the Mo'i and the situation there is unstable as the Mo'i has no heir. The presence of the Roinad of Aferraron in Schtei would have complicated matters greatly had it been known.”

 

“We were unaware of that,” said Autumn, “although I fancy the situation will change shortly as the Moun'i is with child and an heir will soon arrive.”

 

“You speak truth?” demanded Hysleria, staring at Autumn.

 

“I cannot do otherwise,” said Autumn, holding his stare.

 

“Hmph, and you know this for a fact or is it simply hearsay?” asked Hysleria, averting his eyes after a few moments.

 

“I know this for a fact,” said Autumn. “I aided the Mo'i when he believed himself to be poisoned and showed the girl how to alleviate his wind, for such is all it was. She was heavy with child and 'tis possible the babe has been born already for I know not how long we were in Danornor.”

 

“Zytote!” roared Hysleria, twisting around to glare at the man who was staring in shock at Autumn. “Why was I not informed of this?”

 

“I … I cannot imagine, My Lord,” stuttered Zytote, going decidedly pale. “How our informants have neglected to tell us of such a thing is beyond belief.”

 

“Aye,” snarled Hysleria. “You will conduct an enquiry immediately, do you hear? Immediately!”

 

“My Lord,” exclaimed Zytote. He looked around as if undecided then hurried from the room.

 

“Heads will roll for this,” said Hysleria in a dangerous tone. “Mark my words, heads will roll.”

 

“How is it important?” asked Logan. “Women have children all the time.”

 

“Because the Mo'i is old and was childless,” said Hysleria distractedly. He picked up another apple and rolled it along the table. “We have spent no little money on building a faction in Wase that will be sympathetic to Aferraron when the Mo'i dies. An heir changes everything.” The apple rolled off the end of the table as Hysleria stared blankly at the wall, deep in thought. After a few heartbeats Logan quietly picked up the apple and put it back on the table.

 

Hysleria drew in a deep breath and visibly relaxed himself before turning and smiling politely at Autumn.

 

“Still, 'tis no matter of great urgency,” he said. “'Twill be a few days before we can confirm this and doubtless some time before the heir becomes the Mo'i. You were telling me of how you came to be here, Autumn. As it was not by ship did Mother Midcarn bring you here by means known only to herself?”

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn. “By some manner of hers we found ourselves in a room somewhere up above this room and some guards brought us before you.”

 

“I should have anticipated as much,” said Hysleria. “When you ask a sorcerer to become involved the unexpected should always be expected. Now, how is best to arrange things so your arrival is more seemly?”

 

“I wager this is a silly idea,” said Logan, hopefully, “but what if we left and came back, perhaps in a summer or two?”

 

“That is not a silly idea,” said Hysleria, raising an eyebrow. “I wager, indeed, that it is the only way, although tomorrow would be better.”

 

“Ah,” said Logan, his shoulders slumping.

 

“We can smuggle you both on board a ship today,” said Hysleria, “and I shall announce you are expected tomorrow. Then at some point during the day the ship can return and due ceremonies be enacted. Likely there will be a ceremonial feast in the evening then the day after the signing can be done and we can all depart. Yes, I like it. Simple and effective. Doubtless some explanation will be needed as to why only one vessel has arrived … ahh, I can say the remainder of your fleet is staying out at sea to ward off pirates. Yes, that will have the ring of truth for there are many pirates in these waters. Good. This is a workable solution. You there, find Marrily and bring her to me.”

 

“Yes, Lord,” said a guard. He bowed and marched off, his sheathed sword tapping the stone floor with every second step as he was a short man and the sword overly long.

 

“That man irritates me,” said Hysleria, watching him go.

 

“If it is the tapping, why not give him a shorter sword?” asked Autumn.

 

“Because that is the standard length,” said Hysleria, pursing his lips. “'Tis cheaper to buy swords all the same length than make them to fit each person.”

 

“I venture that an overly long sword will diminish his fighting abilities,” said Autumn. “Would it not make sense for each guard to have the sword that best fits his skills rather than one which is cheaper but renders him less effective?”

 

“Are you speaking to me as Autumn Savannah or as the Apiakun to the Roinad?” asked Hysleria.

 

“I do not understand the question,” said Autumn, frowning. “Please explain.”

 

“If you are saying this about swords as Autumn Savannah,” said Hysleria, “then you are simply expressing your opinion but if you speak as the Apiakun then your words become policy.”

 

“Ahh,” said Autumn. “I was simply expressing an opinion so I venture I was speaking as myself.”

 

“Yes, but in what capacity?” asked Hysleria. “As a private individual or as the Apiakun and principal military adviser to the Roinad?”

 

“I can only speak as myself,” said Autumn. “If you choose to see me as a private individual or as an adviser that is your choice and not mine. I remark only that someone's fighting skills are diminished if the weapons at hand are ill fitting. The choice is yours to make and the consequences yours as well.”

 

“You haven't changed, have you, Autumn,” said Hysleria with a smile. “You take great delight in playing with words and twisting meanings to suit your purpose. You should be a politician. Which reminds me, Logan, what plans have you after this business is over?”

 

“You mean the going and coming back?” asked Logan, “or this thing with the Saamrat?”

 

“The Saamrat,” said Hysleria. “Is it your intent to continue your travels or do you now wish to take up your responsibilities as Roinad?”

 

“Sloop!” exclaimed Logan, looking aghast. “I never wanted to be the Roinad in the first place!”

 

“So am I to take it you intend to continue your travels?” asked Hysleria.

 

“Most definitely,” said Logan, “and if there is a way to stop being Roinad I'd take it.”

 

“Oh I wouldn't rush into that if I were you, Logan,” said Hysleria mildly. “One of the great joys of being Roinad is that you are free to do whatever you wish so if you wish to travel then so be it. I shall, as always, do my utmost to ensure that all remains peaceful and orderly in your absence. Certainly it is in no one's interests to force a Mundulgen to replace you. Who knows what sort of person would become Roinad then. It could be most disruptive.”

 

“You wished to see me, My Lord?” asked a middle aged woman sidling into the room. She glanced at Autumn and Logan dismissively and sniffed.

 

“This is your Roinad, Marrily,” barked Hysleria. “Be more respectful!”

 

Marrily's expression froze in shock then she dropped to the stone floor and prostrated herself. 

 

“My abject apologies, Highness,” she said, her chin rubbing on the stone. “Forgive my stupidity.”

 

“Umm, that's all right, umm, Marrily,” said Logan uncomfortably. “Call me Logan.”

 

Hysleria cleared his throat with emphasis.

 

“Oh, um, perhaps not then,” said Logan, looking at him. “Umm, can she get up?”

 

“If that is your wish, Logan,” said Hysleria. “Get up woman.”

 

“My Lord,” said Marrily. She got up slowly and surreptitiously dusted herself down while looking, somewhat disbelievingly, at Logan.

 

“If I may introduce this woman to you, Logan,” said Hysleria. “Her name is Marrily. She is my personal secretary.”

 

“Hello,” said Logan.

 

“And this is Autumn Savannah, Apiakun to the Roinad,” said Hysleria.

 

“Hello, Marrily,” said Autumn as Marrily turned to look at her, disbelief still prominent on her face. “'Tis an honour to meet you.”

 

“The honour is all mine, My Lady,” said Marrily, bowing her head.

 

“I am no lady,” said Autumn. “Please call me Au …”

 

“Excuse me interrupting, Autumn,” said Hysleria. “Marrily, where is the clothing I ordered for the Roinad and his companion?”

 

“I know not of any such clothing, My Lord,” said Marrily. “I am just now returned from the kitchens. Do you wish me to find out?”

 

“Yes,” said Hysleria, “and when you do, cancel it. The situation has changed. You will inform Stanble on my flagship …, or rather His Highness' flagship, to prepare for departure when darkness falls and to wait for my specific instructions. You will also arrange for clothing for the Roinad and his companion to be brought on board disguised as ordinary goods and for two tailors to ensure they fit adequately.”

 

“It will be as you say, My Lord,” said Marrily.

 

“If I might venture a remark,” said Autumn. “Your flagship is a vessel of distinction?”

 

“Naturally,” said Hysleria, looking puzzled. “It is the Roinad's flagship.” Then his face cleared. “Ahh. A good point. Marrily, cancel Stanble. The flagship will be noticed and questions asked. Instruct whoever is Votamme of the Storm Chaser to prepare instead and to await my orders.”

 

“Yes, My Lord,” said Marrily. “Do you wish the tailors and clothing to go aboard the flagship or the Storm Chaser?”

 

“The Storm Chaser, of course,” said Hysleria. “Go.”

 

“My Lord,” said Marrily, looking sideways at Logan again.

 

“Now!” barked Hysleria.

 

Marrily scowled but backed away before scuttling off.

 

“I shall pay for that later,” said Hysleria with a sigh.

 

“How so?” asked Autumn.

 

“She is my era'owen as well as my personal secretary,” said Hysleria. “Doubtless she will accuse me of embarrassing her. Oh well, 'tis done now and I have survived past slights to her person. Now, to more important matters. I cannot be with you on your voyage and there will be much ceremony on your return and it will not be possible to speak with you at any length. 'Tis best we talk now of this Treaty so that you have some idea of its concerns as the Saamrat will be most surprised if you have no knowledge of it.”

 

“If such things are not usually dealt with by the Roinad why would he be expected to know of it?” asked Autumn.

 

“The Roinad would not be involved in the discussions,” said Hysleria, “but it would be unthinkable for the Roinad not to be informed. Now, I will not bore you with the details as it is several scrolls long but the essence is simple. You know of the Carstva Adcaju?”

 

“No,” said Logan. “What is that?”

 

“'Tis a land some way to the west of Aferraron,” said Autumn. “We call it the Realm of Despair although I know not why.”

 

“Ahh,” said Logan.

 

“It is because the land is mostly mountains and numbing cold,” said Hysleria. “'Tis much as Zabytaja Pounac, north of the Mapdil Mountains. You have been there, I fancy.”

 

“You are well informed, Hysleria,” said Autumn as Logan looked at her.

 

“'Tis my duty as Piers Sakratar,” said Hysleria. “No matter. The Carstva Adcaju is a land of no importance between Aferraron and Sassese'lte. At least it was of no importance until some ten summers past when a group of foolhardy people from Cape Shugsuo chose to make it their home whereupon it became a matter of great importance.”

 

“How so?” asked Autumn.

 

“It seems that shortly before or shortly after their arrival another group of people, this time from the Ahi'aktes mintika in Sassese'lte, also chose to make it their home. By unfortunate coincidence those from Aferraron established themselves in a place they call Nadeed which is less than a day's walking from Rsudst, where those from Sassese'lte established themselves. Despite each group being of fewer than fifteen persons each laid claim to the entirety of Carstva Adcaju and resented the others being there. This resentment was not aided by the poor quality of the soil nor the hardship of the climate and consequently each community raided the other on countless occasions and lives were lost. I believe there are now seven in Rsudst and eight in Nadeed although some are women so doubtless more have been born.”

 

“So the purpose of the Treaty is to bring peace to the land?” asked Autumn.

 

“A fruitless endeavour,” said Hysleria. “Given the foolishness of trying to make a home in such an inhospitable place peace would seem an unachievable ambition.”

 

“So what then is the purpose of the Treaty?” asked Logan.

 

“The protection of the rights of Aferraron, of course,” said Hysleria, surprised. “We have a group of settlers from Aferraron on Carstva Adcaju. Their rights must be protected and, by extension, the rights of Aferraron to consider Carstva Adcaju part of our dominion.”

 

“But would not Sassese'lte say much the same since they have people there too?” asked Autumn.

 

“Indeed,” said Hysleria. “And it was the complaints by those of Nadeed against those of Rsudst that led to rising tensions between Aferraron and Sassese'lte. For reasons that escape me, Sassese'lte assumed ownership of Carstva Adcaju when by rights the territory is ours.”

 

“Well I imagine it all depends on who was there first,” said Autumn.

 

“Quite,” said Hysleria, scratching his head. “However it appears from some accounts that native people were already there although their claims can be ignored since they have made no formal appeal to either Aferraron or Sassese'lte. In the absence of such an appeal we can consider the land as being uninhabited.”

 

“Which is absurd,” said Autumn, frowning. “Just because they haven't talked to you does not mean you can assume they do not exist.”

 

“Nonsense,” said Hysleria. “If they do not talk to us then they cannot exist. It is as simple as that.”

 

“Your logic is faulty,” said Autumn. “This table cannot talk to you and yet I am sure you agree it exists.”

 

“In a sense, perhaps,” said Hysleria, “but I think you will agree that this table, whether or not it exists, does not lay claim to ownership of this room and that is the heart of the matter. The issue of existence is irrelevant. However, in order to claim ownership there must be communication and, moreover, such communication needs to be with some authority that will recognise such a claim. You can make all the claims you like to the fish in the sea but if they do not recognise your claims and do not have the power to enforce such claims against others who also make the same claims then your claims are as empty as the air.”

 

“There is a falsehood in that manner of thinking,” said Autumn. “For what you are saying, in effect, is that the only rights people have are those given to them by people who have power over them.”

 

“I do not understand your point of view,” said Hysleria, his brow creasing. “You can claim anything you like but if someone stronger than you says otherwise then that is the end of the matter. Unless, of course, you can find someone stronger still who will aid you but then in time you will find yourself in opposition to them as well. That is the nature of government. If the ruler is not the strongest then someone stronger will rule in their stead. You, Autumn, are proof of that, are you not?”

 




Chapter Nine

 

“Me?” exclaimed Autumn, surprised by Hysleria's unexpected accusation. “I do not rule anything!”

 

“Not as such, I dare say,” said Hysleria. “But I have heard something of your, shall we say, exploits on your travels. Is it not true that you, on occasion, vanquish the stronger on behalf of the weaker?”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn, recovering her composure, “but that is only in order to end the suffering of the weaker. I do not seek to rule the weaker in turn.”

 

“A minor detail,” said Hysleria, picking up the apple yet again. “The outcome is much the same for you, being strongest, enforce your will on the one who was the stronger before, thereby denying him his rights.”

 

“No one has the right to make another suffer,” said Autumn.

 

“Oh piffle,” said Hysleria, waving the apple dismissively. “No matter what happens or does not happen someone always suffers. It is the task of the strongest to decide which is to be the sufferer and that task you would appear to manage admirably. However, we divert from our purpose here which is to appraise Logan of the Treaty in order that he does not suffer embarrassment when he meets with the Alsiyada.”

 

“I confess I have to agree with you on that point,” said Autumn. “'Twould seem that suffering is endless and much as I would like to, I see no way to end suffering for all.”

 

“Excuse me,” said Logan, apprehensively. “Did you say the Alsiyada? I thought I was only to meet the Saamrat, not all of them.”

 

“Of course,” said Hysleria, looking a trifle surprised. “I venture the Saamrat may find some way to speak with you privately but no Safir will tolerate the Treaty being signed in their absence. Article One of the Treaty lists those present at the signing and each Safir will take copies back to their Sarkun as proof of their involvement. It would be disastrous if a Sarkun found their Safir to have failed in their duty. The same applies to those involved in the discussions for their names are listed in Article Two as proof of their involvement. Like as not it could prove fatal if a name were to be missed.”

 

“Oh,” said Logan, his apprehension turning to worry. “So I have to discuss this Treaty with all of them?”

 

“Not at all,” said Hysleria. “All that can be said has been said and final agreement reached. Your task is merely to sign the wretched thing and not seem overly ignorant when someone makes some remark about it. If I might be permitted to continue?”

 

“Umm, I suppose so,” said Logan.

 

“Thank you,” said Hysleria, tapping the apple gently on the arm of his chair. “Now, Articles One and Two I have already covered. Articles Three to Seven concern the background to the events on Carstva Adcaju. Articles Eight to Nineteen detail the circumstances of Sassese'lte as relate to the Treaty and Articles Twenty to Thirty Four detail those of Aferraron. Article Thirty Five sets out the details of the division of Carstva Adcaju between Aferraron and Sassese'lte. Articles Thirty S …”

 

“A question if I may?” asked Autumn.

 

Hysleria sighed but kept his voice level. “Of course, Autumn.”

 

“You say the division of Carstva Adcaju,” said Autumn. “Would not the simplest solution be to send people to talk with those in both Nadeed and Rsudst and persuade them to cooperate with each other? By working together both sides will benefit and become the better for it.”

 

“Quite out of the question,” exclaimed Hysleria, inwardly shocked at the very idea although he was able to hide it. “Such a solution would be absurd. Now, as I was saying, Article …”

 

“Why would it be absurd?” asked Autumn.

 

“Because that would require Carstva Adcaju to fall wholly under the jurisdiction of either Aferraron or Sassese'lte and neither would be party to such an agreement,” said Hysleria. “Surely you can see that, Autumn?”

 

“Why must that be so?” asked Autumn, frowning. “I do not follow that reasoning at all. There are two small groups of people on land you claim to be uninhabited and which is separate from both Aferraron and Sassese'lte. Would it not be most practical for the two groups to come together as one and follow their own path in that land?”

 

Hysleria just stared at her, the apple, now looking somewhat bruised and forlorn, clasped in his hand.

 

“Self rule?” he spluttered. “You are proposing self rule? By Surogou, I cannot believe my ears!”

 

“Would that not be the easiest and most just solution?” asked Autumn, “given the circumstances.”

 

“Decidedly not,” exclaimed Hysleria. “The consequences would be unforgivable!”

 

“How so?” asked Autumn. “I confess I know little of these things but there are some fifteen people there which would be sufficient to form a village. Doubtless there are one or two trusted enough to be the village head.”

 

“There may only be fifteen at the moment,” said Hysleria, “but given time and cooperation their numbers will increase.”

 

“Doubtless,” said Autumn. “People seem to have a natural tendency to produce babies, but what of it?”

 

“Because in time their numbers will become large,” said Hysleria. “When that happens Carstva Adcaju will become a power in its own right and, I might add, one on our own door mat. It will upset the balance of power and, moreover, become a threat to Aferraron should it side with Sassese'lte which would be quite intolerable. No, the only practicable solution is to keep these people separate and to divide the land between the jurisdictions of Aferraron and Sassese'lte. No other solution is possible. There is also the question of resources there which have yet to be discovered. As their numbers increase they will, naturally, seek to expand and create more villages and farmland and in the process uncover these resources. It is important that as much of these remain in the hands of Aferraron as possible, both to increase the wealth of Aferraron and reduce the risk of that wealth falling into the hands of others and used to the detriment of Aferraron.”

 

“So you are saying that it all comes down to money in the end,” said Autumn, unable to hide the astonishment in her voice.

 

“Partly,” said Hysleria, “and partly political expediency. 'Twould be unfortunate, would it not, if Aferraron were to cease to exist because some settlers were allowed to grow at Aferraron's expense. Indeed, the bulk of Articles Thirty Nine to One Hundred and Forty Seven lay down in detailed terms how land and other resources are to be taxed and such monies collected.”

 

“What happened to Articles Thirty Six to Thirty Nine?” asked Logan.

 

“Oh they are minor matters concerning administration,” said Hysleria. “Thirty Six lays down that each community shall support a governor sent from Aferraron and Sassese'lte to administer the Treaty. Thirty Seven lays down how that administration is to be performed and Thirty Eight and Thirty Nine cover matters to do with crimes and punishments.”

 

“There would seem an inordinate number of Articles for fifteen people,” said Autumn.

 

“There are, in fact, two hundred,” said Hysleria. “Articles One Hundred and Forty Eight to One Hundred and Eighty Two lay down the protocols to be followed by Aferraron and Sassese'lte in the event of a dispute between the settlers in Nadeed and Rsudst. Articles One Hundred and Eighty Three to One Hundred and Ninety Eight lay down the protocols to be followed in the event of a dispute with Wase, Neander or one of the lesser lands. Article Two Hundred specifies that all parties to the Treaty agree to be bound henceforth once the Treaty has been signed.”

 

“What about One Hundred and Ninety Nine?” asked Logan.

 

“Oh, that article merely states that the Treaty contains two hundred Articles,” said Hysleria. “It serves no purpose other than to ensure there are indeed two hundred Articles. In fact that was the only Article which was unanimously agreed from the outset. The others have been much debated and rewritten.”

 

* * *

 

“I confess I am all astonishment,” said Autumn as they were being led to the port by a guide.

 

To ensure they would not be accosted on the way, and perhaps also to ensure Logan would not escape his duties, two groups of guards accompanied them. One group was some way ahead and the other some way behind so they would not draw attention to the otherwise unremarkable trio.

 

“So am I,” said Logan. “How anyone manages to get anything done with all this discussing and protocols and whatnot is beyond me. Why would anyone ever want to actually be Roinad?”

 

“Doubtless there are some attractions,” said Autumn. “What astonishes me is that I thought the elders at my Esyup could debate at length the most abstract of ideas but this Treaty puts them to shame. The longest treatise in the Esyup's library concerns the notion of predetermination but is still one scroll less than this Treaty. How is it possible to write two hundred articles directing the lives of only fifteen people? I confess I still cannot see why they aren't left on their own to get on with their lives. 'Tis interesting however that money would seem to lie behind it all.”

 

“Oh it is all far beyond my grasp,” said Logan. “I would rather face a soska in the Land of the Undead than be involved in creating such a thing. 'Tis only now when I am faced with signing it and binding all who dwell in Aferraron, Sassese'lte and Carstva Adcaju that I begin to fully appreciate the peace and quiet of the places we have travelled through. Even Uli-Rratha and Schtei seem places of relaxation in comparison.”

 

“Aye, I am in full agreement,” said Autumn, “although on reflection I fancy only two of the articles will actually have any impact on the lives of the people concerned.”

 

“You mean those of the crimes and punishments?” asked Logan.

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “All the rest seemed more to do with people like Hysleria save those of taxes but I fancy given the hardships of life in Carstva Adcaju little in the way of taxes will arise.”

 

“Well, there is nothing either of us can do about it,” said Logan. “I dare say I could refuse to sign it but like as not Hysleria and others with find some way around that. I wonder if there is somewhere nearby I can get some ink and something to write on.”

 

“You wish to add to the number of Articles?” asked Autumn, glancing sideways at him.

 

“Fear not,” said Logan. “If I did it would likely start a war or something. No, as I am to sign this Aloidia forsaken thing I would like to have a signature. I've never signed anything before. I wager 'tis just my vanity but I would like to leave a mark that looks impressive.”

 

“A point that had not occurred to me,” said Autumn, stopping suddenly. The guards behind also stopped and tried to look inconspicuous but the guards ahead did not notice and continued marching.

 

“Why have you stopped?” demanded Isaswea, their guide, watching the guards ahead. In truth he was nervous of being left alone in a busy part of Tafa'ul, surrounded by uncouth locals and these two disreputable strangers he'd been instructed to deliver to the Storm Chaser.

 

“Is there somewhere nearby where we may obtain writing materials?” asked Autumn.

 

“Surely you jest with me?” exclaimed Isaswea, holding out his arms to encompass the area. “Round here? In this slum?”

 

“It is a matter of some importance,” said Autumn.

 

“It isn't really,” said Logan.

 

“Well, make up your cursed minds,” said Isaswea, irritably. “Is it or isn't it?”

 

“It is a matter of some importance,” repeated Autumn firmly. “And as I recall you were instructed to aid us on our way to the ship.”

 

“Oh Sploop,” exclaimed Isaswea. “Very well. There is a place our scribes use four or five streets that way. Come.”

 

He lead them around a corner and the guards behind suddenly surged that way as well, causing many of the people nearby to watch in alarm, wondering what was going to happen. 

 

“There is also something I wanted to ask you,” said Logan quietly, not wanting Isaswea to hear.

 

“What is that?” asked Autumn, matching his quietness. She also moved a little closer as they walked.

 

“When we were on that flying blanket thing,” muttered Logan. “You remember we went through that wall into that room?”

 

“Aye,” muttered Autumn.

 

“We did go through the wall, didn't we,” asked Logan. “There wasn't an opening or anything, was there?”

 

“No, we went through the wall,” said Autumn.

 

“I thought so,” said Logan, “only I had my eyes shut at the time. Ahh, I was wondering, umm.”

 

“Yes?” asked Autumn.

 

“Well, it felt somewhat strange,” said Logan. “A sort of tingling all through my body and a vast feeling of emptiness, as though everything had suddenly disappeared. How did it feel for you?”

 

“Aye, 'twas much like that for me as well,” said Autumn. “Although I felt rather than saw a flash of blackness as well.”

 

“As did I,” said Logan. “Tell me, umm …, I was wondering … is that how it feels when an arrow or a sword goes through you when you wear your robe?”

 

“Aye, very similar,” said Autumn. “Although I feel that only around where the arrow passes. This was more like when that tree fell on me for my whole body felt it.”

 

“Ahh, that is good to know,” said Logan. “I've often wondered what it feels like.”

 

“'Tis the strangest of feelings,” said Autumn, “although with my robe I get no flash of blackness. Mayhap the magic on the blanket was a little different to the magic on my robe although now I think on it there may have been some magic on the wall itself.”

 

“Why would there be magic on the wall?” asked Logan. “Don't walls stay up on their own?”

 

“I venture so,” said Autumn, “else we would not use them but mayhap there was magic of sorts there to help keep intruders out. The guards did seem quite surprised we'd got to that room.”

 

“Wasn't that simply because of all the guards outside?” asked Logan.

 

“Doubtless you are right,” said Autumn. “I was just speculating about the cause of the blackness. I know not if the wall had magic or not. Likely it was the blanket or perhaps only because we both shut our eyes and fancied we saw blackness.”

 

“Ohh,” said Logan.

 

“This is the place,” said Isaswea, stopping outside a nondescript wooden building that smelt strongly of boiled meat. He plunged inside and Autumn and Logan followed.

 

“Greetings,” said a woman, looking up from her candle lit table. The rest of the room was dark as there were no openings in the walls save for the door itself.

 

“And to you,” said Autumn. “I trust you are well?”

 

“As can be expected,” said the woman, a little surprised. “What can I do for you?”

 

“We have need of writing materials,” said Autumn. “Have we come to the right place?”

 

Isaswea clicked his tongue irritably.

 

“Indeed you have,” said the woman. “Best place in all of Tafa'ul. You be wanting sheets or scrolls?”

 

“I know only of scrolls,” said Autumn. “What are these sheets?”

 

“They be like scrolls only flat,” said the woman, picking up a small pile of sheets. “This be eazt, see, stronger and smoother, so you can keep 'em flat and if you be writing a lot you can stitch the edges together and flip 'em. 'Tis easier than unrolling scrolls when you be looking for something what you wrote.”

 

“Ahh, I have seen such things before, but made from scraped animal skins,” said Autumn. “Still, 'tis no matter. Logan here is only wanting a small amount. Perhaps one sheet of eazt will be sufficient rather than an entire scroll.”

 

“Just one?” sniffed the woman, glancing at Logan. “'Tis unusual, like. Mostly them as be writing things be writing a lot of things and be buying a hundred or more sheets at a time. One sheet won't get you far, 'specially if you be writing a love letter to this little pretty. She be needing a lot of lovely words, I reckon, and then some.”

 

“One sheet will be more than enough,” said Logan, going a little pink. “Mayhap even a half a sheet would be enough.”

 

“Let's not be too hasty about that, my lovey,” she said. “One whole sheet it is.” She deftly rolled it up tightly and tied a small length of twine around it. “Anything else?”

 

“Some ink, if you have any,” said Autumn. “And something to write with.”

 

“Feathers and sticks be over there,” said the woman. “What colour ink you be wanting? I've got brown and green.”

 

“Umm, green would be nice,” said Logan as Autumn moved over to inspect the feathers. “I like green.”

 

“Good choice,” said the woman, plonking a large pot on her table.

 

“Ahh,” said Logan, staring at it. “Is that all green ink?”

 

“Can't say as it's a good idea to keep green and brown in the same pot, my lovey,” said the woman with a laugh. “Be a right funny colour if you did.”

 

“I only want a little,” said Logan. “I wager there's enough in there to write all about everything.”

 

“Hope not,” she said. “I'll be out of business if there was. Hmm, less, eh?” She bent and rummaged through a large box under the table before pulling out a small bottle. Logan noticed her hands were stained with brown and green patches which made them look very strange. “How about this much?”

 

“Umm, have you anything smaller?” asked Logan.

 

“We haven't got all day,” barked Isaswea. “Hurry it up, will you?”

 

The woman just looked at him and he nervously backed half a step away. He'd heard rumours about the locals in this part of Tafa'ul and he really didn't want to see if those rumours were true.

 

Satisfied, the woman rummaged in her box again and this time pulled out something no bigger than the last section of her thumb. 

 

“Ain't got nothing smaller,” she said. “Ain't got no call for it, see. What you reckon, my lovey?”

 

“That will be more than sufficient,” said Logan gravely.

 

She smiled and, very carefully, poured a little ink from the large pot into the very small one. Then she grabbed a candle and gently shook a few drops on top to stop the ink escaping.

 

“This is a nice feather,” said Autumn coming back to inspect it by candle light. “'Tis pretty and the spine is straight.” She put the feather neatly on the table beside the roll of eazt.

 

“Ahh, good choice,” said the woman, glancing up from tamping the wax with her grimy thumb. “That be best murgo feather. Last you longer than this little bitty ink will. You want me to sharpen it for you?”

 

“That would be a kindness,” said Logan as Isaswea sighed deeply.

 

“Be but a moment,” said the woman, sliding the pot across the table. She took out a small knife and picked up the feather. “Oh, and don't you be shaking that there pot. Wax be breaking easily.”

 

“I'll be sure not to,” said Logan watching as she deftly trimmed the tip of the feather to a point then split it. “What is the split for?”

 

“It be so the feather can hold more ink and guides it to the right spot,” said the woman, “or so I'm told. Can't say as how I be knowing how to write though. I leaves it to them as be good at it.” She laughed then stuck the end of the feather in her mouth to get off any minute curls remaining from the knife. “So, what do you say to a ban seven for the lot?”

 

“A what?” asked Logan.

 

“A ban three, then,” said the woman. “Can't say fairer than that.”

 

“What is a ban?” asked Autumn.

 

“You what?” exclaimed the woman. “You not be knowing what a ban is? You be joking with me or what?” She reached out and quickly pulled the writing materials back to her side of the table.

 

“Bans are what they use for money here,” said Isaswea disdainfully.

 

“Ahh,” said Logan, fumbling with his rolled blanket slung over his shoulder. “I did not think of that. Umm, I only have kalas and hakina.”

 

“What be they, eh?” asked the woman.

 

“Wasian coins,” said Isaswea, eyeing Logan with annoyance.

 

“Ain't no call for Wasian coins round here,” said the woman. “This being Tersees an' all.”

 

“Have you no Sassese'lte money at all?” said Isaswea.

 

“Sorry, no,” said Logan. “Umm, I don't suppose …”

 

“One ban,” said Isaswea forcefully. He tipped a single coin from a small pouch on his belt. “Take it or leave it, woman.”

 

“I'll take it,” said the woman happily. She pushed the eazt, pot and feather back towards Logan. “Have a nice day!”

 




Chapter Ten

 

“You there, be this the Storm Chaser?” demanded Isaswea, stopping beside a decidedly large ship.

 

Several men were rolling kegs up a plank between the wharf and the ship while further along others were carrying wrapped bales up another plank. None of them took any notice of Isaswea.

 

“You, you Voqev cursed fool,” snapped Isaswea, his self importance pricked. “Answer me!”

 

He slapped one of the men on his back and the man looked round, holding the keg steady with one hand.

 

“What?” he growled.

 

“Be this the Storm Chaser?” demanded Isaswea.

 

The man let the keg roll down the plank a little so it was back on the wharf then straightened. He towered at least a head and a half over Isaswea and sweat dripped from his brow into his bushy beard.

 

“Reckon it is, reckon it ain't,” he growled and spat into the sea. “Who wants to know?”

 

“I am Isaswea, clerk to Zytote,” said Isaswea imperiously. “I bring a missive from Hysleria the Piers Sakratar to the Votamme of the Storm Chaser.”

 

“Oh aye?” said the man. He wiped the sweat from his face and looked Autumn over before returning his attention to Isaswea. Two other men rolling kegs from the cart nearby stopped to watch. “You be finding him up there.” He jerked his head up the plank.

 

“Then get out of my way,” said Isaswea, pushing the man. It was like pushing the side of a mountain for the man did not shift a hair's breadth. He just grinned then insolently took half a step backwards and waved his arm with exaggerated courtesy up the plank before spitting in the sea again. Isaswea glared at him then cautiously walked up the wet plank.

 

“You be wanting me to carry you up, sweetie?” asked the man. “It be right slippery.”

 

“Thank you but I can manage,” said Autumn and skipped gracefully up the plank with Logan close behind. The man watched Autumn appreciatively then bent to his keg again.

 

“What's going on down there?” demanded another man appearing at the top of the plank. “Why's loading stopped? Who are you?”

 

Isaswea grabbed at the side of the ship as a swell caused the plank to drop unexpectedly and threatened to throw him off.

 

“I am Isaswea, clerk to Zytote,” he said anxiously as the plank felt very insecure. “I seek the Votamme of this ship.”

 

“You've found him,” barked the man. “Get of that plank, you're delaying loading.”

 

“Gladly,” said Isaswea and hoisted himself the last little way before stepping gratefully onto the deck, retaining his grip on the side. He was blocking the way so, after a pause in which Isaswea didn't move, Autumn vaulted lightly over the side of the ship and landed beside him. Logan hesitated then clambered over as well.

 

“Move your arse, damn you,” growled the man with the keg. “These things be cursed heavy.” He pushed the keg into Isaswea's legs and Isaswea lurched forwards and fell on the deck. The man laughed and upended the keg on the deck before jumping back to the wharf to make way for the next keg.

 

“Are you hurt?” asked the Votamme as Isaswea picked himself up.

 

“No,” snapped Isaswea, although his pride was throbbing. “You are the Votamme?”

 

“Aye,” said the Votamme. “Baeng Kaa at your service. Who be the lad with the feather in his hair and the wench?”

 

“I bring you a missive from the Piers Sakratar,” said Isaswea, pulling a scroll from inside his shoulder bag.

 

“About cursed time,” exclaimed Baeng, grabbing it. “I'm ordered to make ready for sail with half the cargo yet to be loaded and no cursed reasons given. This had better be good.”

 

He unrolled the scroll and read it through with growing astonishment on his face. He looked at Logan and Autumn then read the scroll again.

 

“Highness,” he said, dropping onto one knee and bowing his head. “I am honoured by your presence aboard my humble vessel.”

 

“The Roinad?” gasped Isaswea, staring at Logan. “He be the Roinad?” He too dropped to one knee and the crew stopped what they were doing to watch. “Forgive me, I knew not who you were.”

 

“The Roinad would prefer no ceremony,” said Autumn quickly. “Please stand up. The Roinad wishes to be inconspicuous.”

 

“Umm, just call me Logan,” said Logan in embarrassment. “Umm, it's easier.”

 

“As you wish, Highness, umm, Logan,” said Baeng. He stared at Logan in silence for several heartbeats then looked around. “Get back to work you idle wastrels! There be nothing to see here!”

 

After some hesitation the crew got back to work and the unusual silence that had fallen over the ship dissipated as the sounds of cargo being loaded, the creaking of the timbers and ropes and much whispered discussion took its place.

 

“And why are you still here?” barked Baeng, rounding on Isaswea. “There is nothing in this about you or do you have another missive for me?”

 

“Ahh, no,” muttered Isaswea, still in shock at finding out who this disreputable looking lad was and cursing his foolishness for all chances of promotion were undoubtedly lost forever. “If I may offer my humblest apologies if I showed you any disrespect.”

 

“Umm, …” said Logan, beginning to turn pink. “That's all right.”

 

“Get you gone,” said Baeng. “There be much to do here and you be in the way. Be off.”

 

Isaswea bowed stiffly before Logan then slowly stepped over to the plank. Somewhat abjectly he made his way down to the wharf and stood there, looking up.

 

“It says here,” said Baeng, studying the scroll again, “that I am to take you both out to sea after dark then return in daylight to deliver you both to a reception party that will be waiting. Is that correct or am I misunderstanding something?”

 

“I believe that is Hysleria's plan,” said Autumn.

 

“Doubtless there is good reason,” said Baeng, “And 'tis not for the likes of me to know the reason why.” He sighed then looked around. “Aye, well, there it is. I regret, ahh, Logan, there be little in the way of comforts here, this being a trading vessel and all. There is but one cabin and it is small. I wager there be not room enough for your companion as well but it is yours for the night nonetheless”

 

“Is that where you live?” asked Autumn.

 

“Aye,” said Baeng. “At least when I am aboard which is most of the time.”

 

“Then we shall not deprive you of it,” said Autumn. “Logan and I are accustomed to hardships and will sleep on the deck with the others of your crew.”

 

“No insult is intended, mind,” said Baeng. “Had I had more warning then doubtless I could have arranged for something more suitable but …” and he shrugged.

 

“There is no need to concern yourself,” said Autumn. “As I said we are accustomed to hardships and our arrival here was as unexpected for us as it is for you. There is no need to make any special arrangements.”

 

“Sploop!” exclaimed Baeng, slapping his forehead. “But I have nothing save fish and ale to offer you both! With your permission I shall send ashore for dainties and wines and roasted meats.”

 

“Please do not,” said Autumn, putting her hand on his arm. “It would be best if you treat us as you would your crew.”

 

Baeng stared at her for a few moments then laughed.

 

“'Twould be impossible,” he said. “I can no more treat the Roinad as a member of my crew than I can fly. 'Twould not be seemly for him to be shifting kegs and the like and as for you, well, 'tis unheard of for a woman to be crewing a trading ship. A fishing boat perhaps but one such as this?”

 

“Then perhaps 'twould be best if you tell us where we may sit without getting in the way,” said Autumn. “We desire only to be of as little hindrance as possible.”

 

“Aye, well,” said Baeng, scratching his head. “If that be what you want. Best you be going inside my cabin although it be not the cleanest of places. If you be wanting fresh air then best you be staying outside but close by it.”

 

“Then that is where we shall be,” said Autumn. “A question, if I may.”

 

“Certainly, ahh, what am I to call you?” he asked. “I wager if the Roinad be wanting to be called Logan then you most likely not be wanting to be called My Lady.”

 

“My name is Autumn,” said Autumn. “Tell me, for neither of us are at home on the sea, this boat is called the Storm Chaser. What do you do when you catch a storm?”

 

“Turn tail and run,” said Baeng with a grin. “Storms at sea be no place for a ship.”

 

“Then why call it Storm Chaser?” asked Autumn. “Would not Storm Avoider or Calm Seeker be more appropriate?”

 

“Aye, like as not,” said Baeng, “but we be naming ships so they be sounding good not for what they actually be doing.”

 

“Votamme!” called someone from the wharf.

 

“Excuse me,” said Baeng. “'Twould seem I am needed elsewhere.”

 

“Of course,” said Autumn. “We have interrupted you long enough. We shall go to your cabin as you said.”

 

“My thanks, ahh, Autumn,” said Baeng. He stepped over to the plank and hurried down.

 

“I wager that is the cabin,” said Autumn, looking round. She pointed to a small wooden thing perched precariously near the back end of the ship. “It has the look of a dwelling.”

 

“Looks more like it will fall off the back,” muttered Logan. “Oh well.”

 

“How are you?” asked Autumn, looking at him. “Are you managing sufficiently with all this?”

 

“'Tis a struggle, I confess,” he said. “All I want is to get away from here and hide in a forest for a long time.”

 

“Aye, I know how you feel,” said Autumn, squeezing his hand. “Still, another day and with Aloidia's aid we can be back on our travels. Come, let us go to the cabin and you can practice your signing and calm your mind.”

 

“I don't think our troubles are over yet,” said Logan, looking over the side of the boat to see where Baeng was. “Looks like more people are coming here.”

 

Baeng emerged onto the deck with two short thin men who were remarkably similar in both looks and dress and a third who was but a young lad and still hairless on his chin. The lad carried two large wrapped bundles on a short pole over his shoulder and was visibly relieved to have arrived for he dumped the bundles on the deck and leaned against the side of the boat to regain his breath.

 

“This way,” said Baeng and led the two men over to where Autumn and Logan stood. “These be your tailors.”

 

“Tabac and Pakam at your service, Highnesses,” said one of the men. Both bowed deeply. Close up their similarity was even more remarkable as there was no obvious feature which distinguished Tabac from Pakam. “We are sent to prepare suitable attire for you both.”

 

“By dawn, if you please,” said the other, “so if it is convenient we must begin at once for there is much to be done and little time in which to do it.”

 

“'Tis only the Roinad who needs your services,” said Autumn. “I prefer to remain dressed as I am.”

 

“If you will forgive my directness, Highness,” said either Tabac or Pakam, “while doubtless highly comfortable and becoming your manner of dress is, it is, perhaps, not entirely in keeping with the latest of fashions for ladies of the Court. With your permission, my brother and I are highly skilled at creating attire which enhances a lady's charms while remaining at all times within the purview of good taste and respectability. If I might suggest perhaps something sufficiently tight in the, ahh, chest area to draw attention to your admirably narrow waist with the addition of a little padding in strategic places to enhance those assets in which, alas, nature has been, perhaps, a little deficient?” He beamed obsequiously up at Autumn for he was half a head shorter than she.

 

“I thank you, but no,” said Autumn, amused by the little man. “I am the Roinad's Apiakun and I must at all times remain unencumbered in my movements.”

 

“As you say, Highness,” he said, his manner clearly showing what he thought of a woman who placed more importance on her ability to fight than her ability to charm and delight those who looked at her. “And you, Highness? What style of attire do you desire?”

 

“I have no idea,” said Logan, nervously. “Umm, make whatever you think is best.”

 

“An admirable choice, Highness,” said the other little man. “Now, with your permission, if we may take some measurements?”

 

He pulled several lengths of thin cord from his pouch and wiggled them encouragingly.

 

“Umm, I suppose so,” said Logan, looking anxiously at Autumn. “What do you want me to do?”

 

“If you could just stand fully upright for a few moments, Highness,” said the little man, “with your arms outstretched and bent like this. Perfect, Highness, perhaps a little more? Ahh, excellent. And your feet slightly further apart. Oh dear. Oh dear oh dear oh dear.”

 

“What's the matter?” asked Logan, looking at his feet.

 

“Your Highness has no shoes,” said the man, staring at Logan's feet. “I am bereft for we were not informed that shoes would be needed as well.”

 

“Does it matter?” asked Logan.

 

“You jest with me, Highness,” said the man, struggling to regain his composure. “It is inconceivable that the Roinad should comport himself with no shoes! What if the noble foot were to attract the attentions of a splinter? How can important matters be discussed and resolved upon when the splinter is a distraction? That would never do. Tabac, your thoughts?”

 

“We have not brought suitable materials for shoes, Pakam,” said Tabac thoughtfully, also staring at Logan's feet, “nor an anvil upon which to make them. There is only one possible solution if we are to be ready by dawn and that is to obtain some from the city and adorn them rather than make them ourselves.”

 

“You have the right of it, Tabac,” said Pakam, “although these barbarians have not the skills nor the understanding for fine footwear. 'Tis fortunate that I brought two of those buckles. Boy! Get your sulky backside off there and attend me, this instant!”

 

The young lad lurched forward and hurried over as Tabac knelt on the deck in front of Logan.

 

“If you would be so kind as to lift your foot, Highness,” he said, untangling a short length of cord from those in his hand.

 

Obediently Logan lifted his foot.

 

“I feel most foolish,” he whispered to Autumn.

 

“Be strong,” whispered Autumn. “As with all things this will pass.”

 

“Easy for you to say,” he whispered back as Tabac measured the length of his foot and knotted the cord appropriately. “You managed to get yourself out of this.”

 

“Thank you, Highness,” said Tabac. “You may put your foot down now.” He got to his feet and handed the cord to the lad. “Pakam, what manner of footwear do you envisage?”

 

“I am thinking ankle high shoes in soft blue leather,” said Pakam standing back to look at Logan with his eyes dreamily unfocused. “A pale blue. That should match well with the yellow cloth we brought for the trousers. A buckle on each and some fur trim should do nicely.”

 

“You do not think that would be overly colourful?” asked Tabac, also looking at Logan. “The brown cloth with the black stripe would look more dignified.”

 

“For many perhaps,” said Pakam, “but His Highness lacks for nothing in dignity for all his youth. I fancy a little more colour would enhance his appeal for the ladies of Court.”

 

“Ladies of Court?” mouthed Logan at Autumn. She shrugged and shook her head slightly.

 

“Gentlemen, time is a wasting,” interrupted Baeng, irritated that the smooth loading of the ship was being disturbed.

 

“Indeed it is,” said Tabac, coming out of his reverie. “Go boy. Find me ankle high boots in pale blue. Here is money but be not extravagant.” He tossed the lad a small purse of coins and the piece of cord. The lad glanced at Pakam for confirmation before hurrying off.

 

“And now to the rest of the measuring, Highness,” said Tabac, advancing on Logan. “By dawn you will be the envy of all in Aferraron!”

 

* * *

 

Autumn came quickly from the depth of sleep, every sense alert. There was something amiss but what she could not immediately identify. Silently she got to her feet and looked around. Logan lay asleep beside where she had lain, one arm outstretched above his head. There was a faint wheezing as he breathed but that was usual. Baeng, on the other hand, was snoring as he sat, sound asleep, in a squat wooden chair he'd dragged from his cabin. It had not been his intent to sleep while his Roinad was on board the ship but the quietness of the night and the exertions and stresses of the day had taken their toll. In the middle of the ship most of the crew lay sprawled across the kegs and bales. One or two cried out occasionally as demons assailed them in their dreams but mostly they slept and snored and farted as most men do. At the far end, where the timbers of the ship came to a point, a glowing lantern lit the two tailors as they laboured to finish their cutting and stitching before Astauand rose and a new day began. The lantern also showed the sleeping form of the watchman, slumped against one side of the ship and held up by an arm draped over a rope that went from the mast to the very tip of the vessel. All looked much as it had done when Autumn last awoke, save that Baeng and the watchman now slept.

 

Aye, that was it! 'Twas nothing visible that had changed. It was the sound of things. Aside from the snores and whatever of the men, the ship creaked and groaned, its timbers and ropes telling of how they battled to keep the ship together. Surrounding all was the sound of the sea. It had been quite loud as small waves slapped the sides of the vessel but that sound had dropped away, doubtless because the breeze had dropped. Moreover, with each wave slap the ship had shivered a little, rising and falling a short way as the gentle sea undulated but that shivering was now almost gone.

 

Curious, Autumn padded over to the side of the ship and peered down. Only Plifal, smaller than Plakill and less bright, had risen this night but Its light peeked through misty cloud and draw a faint path on the sea towards Autumn. All looked much as it had earlier but still Autumn felt a sense of unease. Something was amiss and the sound of the sea had changed. She looked up at the sky. Yes there were clouds but here and there she could see specks of light so 'twas not likely a storm was brewing. Even Plifal and Plakill went into hiding when the storm clouds of Chaahk's displeasure appeared.

 

A sudden faint noise made Autumn twist and raise an arm to ward off attack but it was only a rat. Her movement surprised it and it paused in its run along the rail, its whiskers twitching as it assessed her. She stood, silent and unmoving, watching the rat watching her then, decision made, the rat turned tail and scurried away in the opposite direction before disappearing over the side of the ship.

 

“Go in peace, little one,” murmured Autumn, putting her hands together and bowing her head a little.

 

Still, a rat was a rat and rats were everywhere. Certainly the presence of a rat was no cause for alarm. If anything, the absence of rats spoke more of possible dangers and Autumn's feeling of unease was still present. Reluctant to return to her sleep with her unease unassuaged, Autumn began to slowly walk towards the blunt end of the ship for if there was a difficulty or danger at the sharp end the tailors would doubtless make it known. She passed by the side of Baeng's cabin and was about to cross behind it to the other side of the ship when she saw something. Of itself it was no cause for alarm. The ship had ropes everywhere so this one lying on the deck was of no great consequence, even though it went through a gap in the side and doubtless served some purpose. However, as she went around where it was fastened to the deck, it moved. 

 

“Why did it move?” wondered Autumn. “Every rope I have seen on this ship has been either taut and unmoving or coiled neatly ready for use. Why is this one loose and moving?”

 

She studied it for a few moments and the rope definitely moved again. 

 

“How strange,” she thought and went over to the side to see where the rope went.

 

It didn't go anywhere. It just passed through the gap and hung down the back end of the ship almost to the sea below. That it moved on deck was because the far end was not attached to anything and swung freely from side to side.

 

Puzzled, Autumn stared at the bottom end of the rope for a few moments. Knowing little of seafaring she could not imagine what purpose the rope served but it was not one of the ropes which had been used to bind the ship to the wharf. That rope, as was the one at the other end of the ship, was coiled on deck ready for the next time the ship came to shore. This rope, on the other hand, served no obvious purpose and that was a concern as it was readily apparent that nothing on the vessel had no purpose.

 

Autumn continued walking around the side of the ship to where Baeng sat, softly snoring. She looked down at him for a few moments then gently shook his shoulder. He was instantly awake.

 

“My apologies for disturbing you while you slept, Baeng,” said Autumn quietly for she did not wish to wake Logan or any of the others.

 

“No matter,” said Baeng. “I should not be asleep anyway. What ails you, Autumn?”

 

“I sensed something amiss,” said Autumn, “and went to investigate. Doubtless it is of little consequence but there is a rope at the end of the ship which is not attached to anything and dangles freely.”

 

“Oh aye,” said Baeng. He stood up and stretched. “And where be this dangling rope?”

 

“Over there,” said Autumn, pointing. “Behind your cabin.”

 

For a few heartbeats Baeng did not react then his eyes widened. “You mean the anchor rope? The anchor is lose? Show me!”

 




Chapter Eleven

 

“'Tis the anchor rope right enough,” growled Baeng. He peered over the side then looked all around before hauling the rope in. “Reckon as how it's been cut for there ain't nothing down there to cause it to fray and snap.”

 

“Perhaps a large fish bit it,” said Autumn.

 

“Nay lass, the end be dry,” said Baeng tossing the rope on the deck. “This be cut above the water line. I wonder where they be?” 

 

“Who?” asked Autumn, following him as he strode off.

 

“Pirates, Autumn,” said Baeng, his anger at Icnar, the watchman, growing. “No one else would cut an anchor rope and let the boat drift lessen we be at war which we ain't. Best you be getting the Roinad inside my cabin and stand by to defend him. I'll wake the rest, aye, and then cut that Icnar's balls off for letting them bastards be cutting it.”

 

“That will not be necessary,” said Autumn. “If there be fighting to be done 'tis best done in the open. I venture also that the deed is done and cutting off any part of Icnar will not change that.”

 

“You be seeing to the Roinad and leave the rest to me,” said Baeng as he started kicking the sleeping crewmen awake. “There be pirates, lads. Get yourselves armed and ready.”

 

Autumn hurried over to where Logan still slept and shook him.

 

“Wha'” he said grumpily. “Let me sleep.”

 

“Baeng thinks we are shortly to be attacked,” said Autumn, pulling him to his feet.

 

“What?” exclaimed Logan, staring at her in the darkness. “Who by?”

 

“Pirates,” said Autumn. “Here is your staff.”

 

She thrust it into his hand just as a scream began at the front of the ship. It changed into a harsh gurgle almost immediately then shouts began as dark figures climbed over the sides of the ship. Instantly Autumn shoved Logan against the side of the cabin and dropped into her defensive stance as two shadows advanced towards her. Further along the ship she could hear cries and sounds of fighting as the crew fought back against their attackers.

 

Autumn parried a sword thrust with her staff while lashing out a side kick at the other dark shape. The man was thrown against the side of the ship and flopped onto the deck while the other jerked round and thrust his sword at Logan. Logan immediately slashed at the man with his staff, all thoughts of sleep forgotten, but the man was no longer there. Autumn had beaten him to it and the man now lay groaning on the deck, clutching his head having been thrown unceremoniously into the side of the cabin head first.

 

“Hold!” boomed Baeng's voice. “Hold I say!”

 

“And mine!” boomed another voice. “Stay your weapons!”

 

Apart from two writhing shapes intent only on killing each other, all fighting ceased and the invaders started shoving the crew towards the front of the ship. Someone threw a bucket of water over the two still fighting and they stopped in surprise.

 

“And them,” barked a stranger's voice. A tinder sparked then a torch started to burn. Others were quickly lit from it.

 

Two more pirates appeared in front of Autumn and Logan. One, his face grim, gestured for them to move while the other went to check the crumpled men.

 

“Come, Logan,” said Autumn and they walked to where the torches lit the night. The crewmen were pressed against the side of the ship with swords pointed at them while both tailors were held firmly with knives at their throats. Their young apprentice, Ven, not that his name mattered anymore, lay in a pool of blood, his throat slit.

 

“You and you,” said a creature of grotesque appearance jabbing a finger at two of those with swords. “Check for others aboard. You, go see what cargo there be.”

 

The men hurried off and the grotesque creature turned to look at Autumn.

 

“A maid?” he said, surprise evident in his voice. “Ohh this night is getting better and better!” He grinned and rubbed his hands together. “Who be the leader of this sorry bunch?”

 

No one answered. Unconcerned, the grotesque creature lashed out and struck Kesti, the nearest of the crew, across the face.

 

“Who be your leader?” he demanded.

 

“What?” said Kesti, his face creasing in puzzlement.

 

“Who be your leader?” the grotesque man said again. 

 

“I know not what you say,” said Kesti, looking around wildly. “What did he say?” 

 

“He asked who your leader is,” said Autumn.13

 

 

“I am Baeng Kaa, Votamme of the Storm Chaser,” said Baeng, stepping forward. A sword made a sharp gesture and he stepped back again.

 

“What did he say?” demanded the grotesque man, turning to stare at Baeng. “He be leader or what?”

 

“He said he is Baeng Kaa, Votamme of the Storm Chaser” said Autumn.

 

“So you speak Selti then girl,” said the man. “I am Tefkuu abn Atlras. What be your name and where be you from?”

 

“I am Autumn Savannah,” said Autumn, “and this is my companion Logan. We are both from Aferraron. What do you want with this ship?”

 

“Aferraron, hey?” said Tefkuu, rubbing his thumb against his chin. “And these here? They be from Aferraron too?”

 

“What did he say?” asked Baeng. Someone rammed a sword hilt in his belly and he doubled up.

 

“He says his name is Tefkuu abn Atlras,” said Autumn, “and enquired where we were from. I would ask, Tefkuu, that you instruct your men to desist in striking these men. They are offering you no threat.”

 

“Ohh you be a sassy bitch, all right,” said Tefkuu, grinning again. “You be laying down the law when you be bested. I like that. Shows a bit of guts which these scum ain't got. So how is it a lass from Aferraron speaks Selti?”

 

“'Tis a skill I and my companion have which I venture these do not,” said Autumn. “I would ask also that you remember that and cause no harm simply because they do not understand what you say. You are of Sassese'lte?” 

 

“Aye, you could say that,” said Tefkuu, coming over to stand in front of her. “What is it, Merses?”

 

He looked over Autumn's shoulder at the man who'd come up behind her.

 

“Atdiram be dead,” said Merses. “His back be broke and Kashtes be stunned but he be still living although he may wish he don't for a while.” He laughed.

 

“His back be broke?” said Tefkuu, puzzled. “How did that happen?”

 

“I wager that was my doing,” said Autumn. “I kicked him against the side of the ship and likely that broke his back. I regret that most deeply and offer my humblest apologies.”

 

“You kicked him and broke his back,” said Tefkuu slowly. He studied Autumn more closely. “You be small and scrawny and you have not the look of a fighter. How is it you come to break his back?”

 

“I have some little skill in fighting,” said Autumn, “but alas none on a boat. I venture the ship must have rolled at the moment I kicked him for I cannot account for his injury and death otherwise. I take the greatest of care to not injure those I am obliged to fight with.”

 

“A shrimp who can kill a grown man with one blow?” said Tefkuu. “A fighter who does not injure those she fights. An Aferraron who speaks Selti. A girlie who acts like a man. You intrigue me, girl. Autumn you say your name is?”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “And I confess you intrigue me also, Tefkuu.”

 

“How so, Autumn?” asked Tefkuu. 

 

“You act and speak as a man,” said Autumn, “and yet your face belies that. You have not the countenance of a man.”

 

“Ahh, you like my little pictures, do you?” said Tefkuu, running his finger over his face. “That pleases me so I will let you live, for now at least. There is yet business to be done, however, for the dawn is not far off and we must be gone from here. You will do me a kindness, Autumn?”

 

“If it is within my power,” said Autumn, “and will bring no harm to those of the Storm Chaser.”

 

“Oh that it is,” said Tefkuu, “and will doubtless ease their lives considerably. I speak not your language so you will translate for me.”

 

“Gladly,” said Autumn. “What is it you wish to say?”

 

“Tell them that they are bested and forfeit their ship and all it carries,” said Tefkuu. “Them as is willing to join my band will be welcomed and will share in any profits and them as who is unwilling will be feeding the fish with their throats agape.”

 

“I regret that I cannot permit you to carry out that threat,” said Autumn. “Them as wish to join you are free to do so as it is their choice but the killing of the others? No, I will not permit that.”

 

Tefkuu burst out laughing.

 

“And how will you stop it?” he asked. “Break my back as well?”

 

“I would take every care not to,” said Autumn, “but I cannot stop the ship from rolling.”

 

“Oh I like you more every moment,” said Tefkuu admiringly. He reached out to stroke Autumn's face and found his arm held in a vice-like grip. “Ohh you be a strong 'un, and no mistake.” He wrenched his arm back and Autumn let it go. He looked thoughtfully at Autumn for a few moments then turned to face the crew. “Tell them instead that those who be willing …” and he spun around to punch Autumn viciously in the face.

 

She twisted her head a fraction to let his fist flash harmlessly past then pushed him while kicking the back of his knee. He collapsed on the deck as Autumn ducked under Merses' sword then kicked back with her foot to catch him in the belly. Another sword flashed towards her and she rolled out of the way as it bit into the deck.

 

“Hold!” shouted Tefkuu, raising his arm. He clambered to his feet and extended a hand to help Autumn up. Instead she put her hands behind her shoulders and did her kick-lift to land upright on the balls of her feet in her defensive stance, ready for another attack.

 

“Most impressive,” said Tefkuu. “Now I believe you are a fighter and a skilled one at that. Come let us agree to fight with words instead. I fancy that will be easier for both of us.”

 

“As you say,” said Autumn. She slowly returned to an upright stance then stooped to pick up her staff. “Now, what is it you wish me to say to the others?”

 

“That those who are willing may join me,” said Tefkuu, watching Autumn closely, “and those who are not will be held as hostages.”

 

“For what purpose?” asked Autumn.

 

“Two of my men are held in Tertihad and await execution,” said Tefkuu. “Mayhap they have already been executed, I know not, but if not then mayhap I will be able to exchange them as do not join me for their lives. Does that meet with your approval Eashiqa Autumn the Invincible?”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “Who would not approve of the saving of lives?”

 

“Then tell them,” said Tefkuu, gesturing at Baeng and the others.

 

“Only when you instruct your men to remove their knives from the throats of those two,” said Autumn, nodding towards the tailors.

 

“Indeed, I had forgotten about them,” said Tefkuu, looking over. He nodded and the men put their knives away. Tabac dropped to his knees in relief while Pakam rubbed his throat gingerly.

 

Autumn repeated Tefkuu's offer to the crew while Tefkuu watched her with a puzzled look on his face.

 

“Why did you say that in Selti?” he asked when she'd finished.

 

“I said it in a manner in which they understood,” she said. “See? All but Baeng, Tabac and Pakam have stepped forward.”

 

“Excellent,” said Tefkuu, dropping the matter of language for the moment. “And you Autumn? Be you joining my little band as well?”

 

“We are travellers, Tefkuu,” said Autumn, taking Logan's hand. “We are not ready as yet to join any group so please do not take it amiss if we do not join yours.”

 

“Ah well,” said Tefkuu. “Perhaps I can persuade you otherwise in the days to come. Azawad, set the volunteers to work getting the ship ready to sail. Merses, bind their hands and feet so them three do not interfere. I take it, Autumn, you and your companion will give me your word not to impede our journey? What was his name again? I've forgotten.”

 

“Logan,” said Autumn. “I give you my word as you ask, but I do not speak for Logan.”

 

“I give you my word as well,” said Logan hurriedly.

 

“And you speak also Selti?” asked Tefkuu. “You speak the way she does? So that all understand?”

 

“Ahh, yes,” said Logan, glancing at Autumn.

 

“Hmm, interesting,” said Tefkuu. “There is much I do not understand about Autumn and I wager there is much I will not understand about you as well, Logan. Still that can wait. Ramen, where are you?”

 

“Here, Tefkuu,” said Ramen coming forward.

 

“What cargo does this ship carry?” asked Tefkuu.

 

“There be kegs of wine,” said Ramen, “bales of cloth, heavy timber and four chests of the sort used to carry gold and jewellery but they be stoutly locked so what be inside I cannot say for certain.”

 

“That is most excellent news,” said Tefkuu, rubbing his hands together. “A most wondrous haul indeed. 'Twas worth the effort. Good. Tie the boats behind the ship and we shall set sail for home.”

 

“Aye, Tefkuu,” said Ramen, “and Jita found these.”

 

“Found what?” asked Tefkuu.

 

“These clothes,” said Ramen, gesturing Jita forward. “They be some right fancy clothes, I reckon.”

 

“Aye you have the right of it,” said Tefkuu, fingering the pale blue boots and yellow trousers Jita held out. 

 

“And this,” said Jita, holding out a partially embroidered and jewelled coat that was interwoven with threads that sparkled. “Reckon them be jewels and that be gold thread.”

 

Tefkuu took the coat and moved closer to one of the torches to get a better look.

 

“Aye, you may be right,” he said, “but where are the sleeves?”

 

“Here,” said Jita, holding out the sleeves. “They ain't been attached yet.”

 

“How strange,” murmured Tefkuu, fingering the sleeves. “And this one is as yet incomplete. Where did you find these?”

 

“Up the front,” said Jita. “With them two timid little wretches.”

 

Tefkuu's head jerked up and he looked around. His eyes settled on Tabac and Pakam.

 

“Bring them here,” he ordered. 

 

Merses marched over and grabbed both tailors by the necks. Both whimpered but didn't resist.

 

“You be brothers?” asked Tefkuu. “You both look alike as bees in a hive.”

 

Imploringly they both looked at Autumn.

 

“He asked if you are brothers,” she said, “since you both look so much alike.”

 

“We are twins,” said either Tabac or Pakam. It was difficult to tell.

 

“Ahh,” said Tefkuu when Autumn repeated this. “And you are tailors? You made this?”

 

It was apparent by the way he held the coat up what he meant and both twins nodded ingratiatingly.

 

“Who for?” asked Tefkuu.

 

“Who for?” repeated Autumn dutifully.

 

“Hold your tongues on pain of death!” barked Baeng. 

 

“What did he say?” asked Tefkuu, pointing to Baeng.

 

“He told them not to say who the coat is for,” said Autumn.

 

“I see,” said Tefkuu. “He be the Votamme, is he not?”

 

“Yes,” said Autumn. “At least of this ship. I know not of other ships.”

 

“Then it must be for someone aboard, must it not?” said Tefkuu, looking at the coat again. “'Twould not be something the Votamme be wanting kept secret if the wearer of this coat be back in Sassese'lte or Aferraron, eh?”

 

“'Twould seem a reasonable supposition,” said Autumn, “although not a certainty.”

 

“I do so enjoy a puzzle,” said Tefkuu, grinning. “'Twould be too easy to hold a knife to one twin's throat to make the other reveal all. Let us play a little game and see what comes out of it. Merses, get them as volunteered back here. We can delay a few moments longer.”

 

“Aye, Tefkuu,” said Merses. He whistled and waved the former ship's crew back to where Tefkuu stood.

 

“You,” said Tefkuu, stepping on front of Kesti. “Put this on.”

 

“He wants you to put the coat on,” said Autumn when Kesti looked blank.

 

“Oh,” said Kesti and slipped his arms into the sleeveless coat. It was far too small for his broad muscled shoulders so Tefkuu gestured for him to take it off. The coat was tried on each of the remaining crew members and it fitted only Sufane.

 

“I think not,” said Tefkuu, eyeing Sufane in the coat. “This be just a lout with calloused hands and no brains. What need has he of a coat like this?”

 

He gestured and Merses pulled the coat off Sufane and hand it back to Tefkuu.

 

“And they be far too small,” said Tefkuu, dismissing Tabac and Pakam. “'Twould need stuffing with straw even with both inside. And Baeng be even bigger than that first one so 'tis a waste of time trying him.”

 

He turned and grinned at Autumn and Logan.

 

“So that just leaves you two,” he said, enjoying the tension. He held out the coat to Autumn.

 

She smiled back and slipped the coat on. It fitted tolerably over her robe but clearly would be otherwise too big in the shoulders and waist for her. She took it off and handed it to Logan.

 

“Don't bother, lad,” said Tefkuu, taking the coat from him. “I had a feeling it was yours all along. Who are you and why is this fancy coat being made for you?”

 

“I am Logan,” said Logan, “and companion traveller to Autumn. You are right. Those clothes are being made for me.”

 

“And yet I still wonder why,” said Tefkuu, tossing the coat back to Jita. “You do not like the clothes you wear?”

 

“People keep saying I look scruffy and disreputable,” said Logan, trying not to look at Autumn. “'Tis hurtful but they say it none the less.”

 

“And they have the right of it,” said Tefkuu, “but you say you are a traveller. What need then do you, a traveller, have of clothes such as these? And why not for Autumn? By rights, a pretty woman should have the fancy clothes, not her companion, as she be almost as poorly dressed as you.”

 

“Umm,” said Logan, not sure what to say.

 

“Who are you, lad?” asked Tefkuu quietly. “And why does that there Baeng want it kept secret?”

 

“Logan is the Roinad of Aferraron,” said Autumn, stepping protectively in front of Logan, “and I, Autumn Savannah, Krisana of the Yeinydd ru Morathke ny Feandrakek Esyup, am his Apiakun. You will not harm him in any way.”

 




Chapter Twelve

 

There was a timid knock on the door and Hysleria looked up from his papers with anticipation.

 

“Oh,” he said disappointedly. “What do you want?”

 

“I am sent to light the candles, My Lord,” said the maid nervously, holding a slow burning taper up as proof. “'Tis near the setting of Astauand and darkness will soon be upon us.”

 

“Oh very well, very well,” barked Hysleria testily. He waved a hand dismissively. “Be about it and no dallying.”

 

He bent to his papers again but found he had lost the thread of what he had been reading. With a sigh he laid down his writing feather and leaned back in his chair. The maid carefully lit the candles in the overhead candle frame then pulled the rope to hoist it back overhead. Hysleria watched her lithe young body as she hauled the heavy frame up then deftly tied it off so it would not fall. She turned and caught his gaze and blushed most prettily.

 

“My apologies for disturbing you, My Lord,” she said softly.

 

“Tis no matter,” he said. “Come over here where I can see you better.”

 

“My Lord,” said the maid. Hesitantly she walked over to his table.

 

“What is your name, child?” asked Hysleria, watching her face. The girl reminded him greatly of his era'owen, Marrily, when she was young. This maid had the same features and look of wanton innocence and suppressed mischievousness in her eye although such of her hair as could be seen under her cap was black and not the russet brown of Marrily's locks.

 

“Lira, My Lord,” said the girl, blushing again. She clutched the burning taper to her chest with both hands although careful to not let it burn her clothes.

 

“A delightful name,” murmured Hysleria. “I do not recall seeing you before. Are you a local girl?”

 

“Nay, Lord,” said Lira. “I be from Uli-Rratha. Cassen be sick so I be sent to do her duties. I be in laundry otherwise.”

 

“Ahh, that would explain it,” said Hysleria. “Is Cassen seriously unwell?”

 

“I know not, My Lord,” said Lira then her face fell. “Oh! Forgive my boldness, Lord. Wikven be telling me most strongly to be not disturbing you and here I am doing what I was told not to! Now I be getting a beating for certain.”

 

“Calm yourself, Lira,” said Hysleria, letting his gaze drop from her face to her upper chest. “You will tell Wikven that I desire you to be the maid that attends my candles henceforth for I find you a most charming child.”

 

“Oh oh oh,” exclaimed Lira, her face going pink once again. “Thank you most kindly, My Lord.” Despite her consternation she noticed Hysleria's gaze and edged her shoulders back slightly. Promotion was hard to come by and every little helped. “Can I light these candles too?” She nodded towards the four candles in a candelabra on Hysleria's table.

 

“Of course, Lira,” said Hysleria. He couldn't help but notice her upper garment fall open a little as she bent over his table to light the candles. He cleared his throat and shifted slightly in his chair. The faintest of smiles hovered on Lira's lips as she took care to ensure each candle was fully lit and burning strongly before moving on to the next. 

 

“Forgive my interruption, My Lord,” said Zytote from the doorway.

 

Hysleria tore his eyes away from Lira and looked over.

 

“Yes, Zytote? You have news?” he said, a touch of urgency creeping into his voice.

 

“Regretfully not, My Lord,” said Zytote, walking in. “There is still no word yet of the Storm Chaser, nor the Roinad.”

 

“Voqev!” exclaimed Hysleria. “This is intolerable! I'll have that Baeng Kaa's head for this!”

 

“Leave us, girl,” said Zytote, looking sternly at Lira.

 

“My apologies, My Lord,” said Lira. She straightened and looked shyly at Hysleria. “And thank you once again, My Lord.”

 

Hysleria nodded and she scurried from the room.

 

“I have made her my candle maid,” said Hysleria, noticing Zytote's look.

 

“As you wish, My Lord,” said Zytote. “A wise choice, no doubt.”

 

“I rather fancy it was a foolish one,” said Hysleria, reflectively. “That girl has charms that will doubtless prove to be a great distraction and Marrily will have much to say when she finds out. Ahh, no matter. I will tell Wikven to find some other duty for her. One that will not reflect badly on the child for 'tis not her fault she brings back memories of my youth. Why are you here if not to bring me news of the Roinad's arrival?”

 

“A messenger has arrived from the Saamrat, My Lord,” said Zytote. “'Twould seem she desires you attend her at your convenience.” 

 

“And it does not take three guesses to know what about,” said Hysleria, slapping his hand quite hard on the table. “Damn that fool!”

 

“Which fool would that be, My Lord?” asked Zytote.

 

“All fools everywhere!” exclaimed Hysleria, getting up and striding to the window. “And that Voqev cursed fool Baeng Kaa in particular. How hard is it to sail a short way out to sea then sail back again without getting lost? Eh? Eh?”

 

“I am not a seafarer, My Lord,” said Zytote, “but I fancy it should not be beyond the wit of one conversant in sailing long distances.”

 

“Well, one thing we can be sure of is that he will not be returning in the dark,” said Hysleria, staring out into the increasing gloom. “Mayhap they have hit a rock or some such and are stranded somewhere.”

 

“It is a possibility, My Lord,” said Zytote. “I am quite certain, however, that none on board have come to harm. There were no portents yesterday nor have there been any untoward signs in the skies this day.”

 

“You still persist in your belief that the gods take an interest in our affairs, Zytote?” said Hysleria, turning to look at him.

 

“It brings me comfort in times of difficulty, My Lord,” said Zytote.

 

“You think Chaahk would send a storm to kill the Roinad then send you a sign to show how powerful It is?” asked Hysleria. “You put yourself on a very high altar if you believe Chaahk or any other deity feels the need to keep you informed of Their every deed.”

 

“You are absolutely correct to chastise me, Lord,” said Zytote, not meeting Hysleria's eye. “I am but a lowly vessel who seeks nothing more than to serve Your Lordship to the best of my meagre ability.”

 

“Meagre, eh?” said Hysleria. “Mayhap I should be rid of you and put Lira in your place. She at least has a face that would soften the harshest of harsh news and doubtless other charms to bring comfort to a man.”

 

“As you wish, My Lord,” said Zytote. “Shall I go now and start instructing Lira in her new duties?”

 

“And bring the wrath of Marrily upon me?” exclaimed Hysleria. “Not even Zeeth would do that willingly.” He slapped Zytote's shoulder in a display of comradeship. “Come man, I but jest with you. Tell me, what do you think has happened to our most noble and gracious young Roinad?”

 

“I fancy 'tis nothing more than a misunderstanding, My Lord,” said Zytote. “Baeng Kaa is a man of the sea and not one of great learning. Doubtless he has misread his instructions and will return on the morrow. Perhaps it would have been better had I attended him myself, given his instructions directly and ensured he fully understood.”

 

“Aye, 'tis but one possibility,” said Hysleria. “In the meantime I must attend Her Excellency. Send someone to announce me.”

 

* * *

 

“Her Excellency the Eashiqa Geenate aibna Rispath, Saamrat of All Sassese'lte and Sarkane of Tersees will see you now, Hysleria, Piers Sakratar of Aferraron,” said an obsequious underling at the entrance to Geenate's apartments.

 

“Most gracious,” said Hysleria, bestowing the half nod that was the man's due.

 

A minor flunky, resplendent in crimson livery, led Hysleria to Geenate's formal lounge despite the fact that Hysleria knew the way, having been there many times.

 

“Thank you for attending me so promptly, Hysleria,” said Geenate. She rose from her chair and permitted Hysleria to kiss her thumb as was the custom in Tersees.

 

“My pleasure, as always, Eashiqa,” said Hysleria.

 

“Please, seat yourself,” she said. “This is not a formal meeting. Some refreshments perhaps? I believe we still have some wine from Aferraron about the place or perhaps I can tempt you with some harish?”

 

“I thank you but no,” said Hysleria, sitting in an ornate and somewhat uncomfortable chair. “Harish is a drink whose charms I have yet to fully appreciate. Being from another land I find myself struggling with a drink so redolent of Tarseean exoticism. I fear I lack the cultivated taste for such a delight.”

 

“Ahh, yes, you see us as exotic,” said Geenate. “We, naturally, see ourselves as entirely ordinary and unremarkable.”

 

“Perhaps that is true of many of your people,” said Hysleria, “but impossible to comprehend when applied to yourself, Eashiqa. I cannot begin to see how Geenate and ordinary can even fit together in the same sentence.”

 

“Oh, how you flatter an old woman,” said Geenate, her face smiling although her eyes did not.

 

“'Tis not flattery to tell the truth,” said Hysleria, “and you are far from old for you are some summers younger than I and I do not consider myself old.”

 

“But you are a man, Piers Sakratar,” said Geenate. “The accumulation of summers benefit men but are to the detriment of women. A truth but sad nonetheless.”

 

“Perhaps,” said Hysleria, “but a truth that does not apply to you, Eashiqa. You are the exception that proves the rule.”

 

“And now my mind is upon the matter,” said Geenate, “Logan, the Roinad of Aferraron is but a young man still, is he not?”

 

“Indeed, Eashiqa,” said Hysleria. “He is but eighteen summers I believe.”

 

“And doubtless as handsome as handsome can be?” said Geenate.

 

“I daresay,” said Hysleria, “but I confess men hold few charms to delight my eyes. I am not so inclined.”

 

“And Logan is?” asked Geenate, her eyes hardening very slightly.

 

“Not at all,” said Hysleria smoothly, having no idea whatsoever about Logan's likes and dislikes. “My Roinad lacks for nothing in respect to ladies.”

 

“'Tis well to hear that, Piers Sakratar,” said Geenate. “But, ahh, speaking of the noble Logan, I was informed that he would arrive in Tersees this very day and I have held myself in the greatest of anticipation of meeting him. How is it that night has fallen and I have not yet had word of his arrival?”

 

“Alas, I was too hasty to so inform you, Eashiqa,” said Hysleria. “'Twould seem that there has been some delay. I anticipate keenly that my Roinad should arrive with the new light of Astauand.”

 

“You can say that with certainly, Piers Sakratar?” asked Geenate.

 

“With the certainty of great hope, Eashiqa,” said Hysleria. “As I am sure you are only too aware, sea travel has its vagaries and one can but hope that an expected arrival does indeed arrive as expected.”

 

“So you anticipate more delays then?” asked Geenate. “One grows impatient, naturally.”

 

“You do the Roinad and, indeed, the entirety of Aferraron, an honour with your impatience to meet Logan,” said Hysleria. “I would consider my life complete if I felt you were impatient to meet me.”

 

“And you in turn flatter me,” said Geenate. “I confess, however, to having always counselled myself to patience in our dealings.”

 

“Most wise,” said Hysleria. “Patience is the greatest of virtues, is it not?”

 

“Perhaps,” said Geenate, “perhaps not. It is a subject for discussion at the dining table however and not one that need concern us now.”

 

“As you say, Eashiqa,” said Hysleria. “If you will permit, might I enquire what matters are of present concern?”

 

“Merely that matter that has been pressing upon me for some time now,” said Geenate. “Those poor people of Rsudst who have suffered and will continue to suffer until such time as the Second Sassese'lte-Aferraron Treaty of Communion is formalised.”

 

“Ahh, indeed,” said Hysleria, “and their suffering is comparable to those of the oppressed people of Nadeed. Rest assured that the Roinad will be here shortly in order to ratify that Treaty and end their sufferings.”

 

“But how much longer are we to wait, Piers Sakratar?” asked Geenate. “I had hoped that today would bring this matter to a close.”

 

“The matter can be closed at any time, Eashiqa,” said Hysleria, “if you will but permit my signature to bind us. That of the Roinad is but an unnecessary formality for I have Logan's authority in this.”

 

“Alas, and no disrespect to you or your most trusted position in the eyes of the Roinad,” said Geenate, “but only the formal appending of the authority of the Roinad himself will be sufficient in this matter. This has been asserted at length before or do you not remember?”

 

“Aye, I remember well enough,” said Hysleria, “and it is because of this that we still wait and will continue to do so until the Roinad condescends to grace us with his presence.”

 

“So you say the Roinad is deliberately delaying his arrival?” asked Geenate, her hands unconsciously gripping the arms of her chair.

 

“Not at all,” said Hysleria. “The Roinad has expressed to me in no uncertain terms of his desire to both meet with the Saamrat of All Sassese'lte and to conclude this most significant of treaties.”

 

“Then why is he not here?” asked Geenate.

 

“Doubtless such a question should be directed to Chaahk, Chershoee, Sploop or Aloidia,” said Hysleria, spreading his hands a little. “Logan was due to arrive today and 'tis likely that one or more of those has had a hand in delaying him.”

 

“Hmmm,” said Geenate, displaying a little more irritation than she intended. The was a faint cough from the doorway and she looked over, annoyed with herself. “Yes? Why do you interrupt me when I am with the Piers Sakratar of Aferraron?”

 

“My humblest apologies, Excellency,” said the obsequious underling, genuflecting as he stepped cautiously into the room. “There is a visitor outside who claims he has a message of the greatest importance for your Excellency.”

 

“And who is this visitor?” demanded Geenate.

 

“I do not know the man,” said the underling, “but he claims to be Tabac, a tailor from Aferraron and well known.”

 

“Then be rid of him,” exclaimed Geenate. “I have tailors of my own and much business to do here!”

 

“A moment, Eashiqa,” interrupted Hysleria, holding up his hand in contravention of protocol. “Did you say Tabac the Tailor?”

 

“Indeed, Highness,” said the underling.

 

“A small man with untidy features and thin nose?” asked Hysleria.

 

“Indeed, Highness,” said the underling. “You are acquainted with the man?”

 

“I am acquainted with two such,” said Hysleria, “for he has a twin who matches him in every respect and none can tell them apart. He is alone?”

 

“Indeed, Highness,” said the underling. “He urged upon me to impress Her Excellency with the urgency of his request.”

 

“Perhaps it is best if I speak with this man,” said Hysleria, getting to his feet. “I do know him as he and his brother are part of my entourage so doubtless the message is intended for me. I wager there has been a minor misunderstanding as the man does not speak Selti.”

 

“I am quite familiar with the language of Aferraron, Highness,” said the underling, looking quite affronted. “I assure you there is no misunderstanding. The message is for Her Excellency otherwise I would have had the man taken to Your Highness' apartments.”

 

“Curiouser and curiouser,” said Geenate, watching Hysleria. “I find myself quite intrigued by this diversion. There is a man at the door who is a member of the Piers Sakratar's entourage with a message for me that the Piers Sakratar knows not of. I wonder what it could possibly be?”

 

“Then permit me to find out, Eashiqa,” said Hysleria, going towards the door.

 

“Let us both find out together,” said Geenate. “Bring this tailor before me and let us hear this message of great importance.”

 

“Excellency,” said the underling. He backed out and Hysleria sighed before returning to his chair.

 

“Most intriguing,” repeated Geenate, still watching Hysleria. “What can it possibly be?”

 

“'Tis beyond my imagining,” said Hysleria, having already formed a suspicion.

 

“Tabac the Tailor of Aferraron, Excellency,” announced the underling. There was a moment's delay then the underling pushed Tabac forward. He saw Geenate staring at him and quailed then noticed Hysleria and rallied.

 

“What is this message you have for me?” demanded Geenate.

 

Tabac just stared at her.

 

“The man does not speak Selti,” said Hysleria then spoke in his own tongue to Tabac. “What is the message for the Saamrat?”

 

“I have it here, My Lord,” stuttered Tabac, pulling a grimy piece of eazt from the pouch at his belt. He proffered it to Hysleria who snatched it from him.

 

“Well, what does it say?” demanded Geenate.

 

“'Tis nothing that need concern you, Eashiqa,” said Hysleria, staring at the document in shock. “Ahh, 'tis in Selti and I venture I am reading it wrongly.”

 

“Is it not addressed to me?” said Geenate, frowning.

 

“Ahh, yes, Eashiqa,” said Hysleria, unhappily.

 

“Then give it to me,” barked Geenate, extending her arm. “Now!”

 

“Eashiqa,” said Hysleria unable to think of a way out of this. He handed her the letter. She stared at him for a few moments then read it.

 

“So,” she said after reading it through a second time. “It seems your Roinad will be delayed somewhat longer than expected as he is presently a guest of Tefkuu abn Atlras.”

 

“You know this Tefkuu abn Atlras?” asked Hysleria. “A nobleman of Tersees, perhaps?”

 

“Not personally,” said Geenate, “but I know of him. He is a notorious pirate.” She folded the letter and held it out to Hysleria. “Logan is your Roinad, Hysleria, and nothing to do with me. You pay the ransom.”

 




Chapter Thirteen

 

The midday sun touched squarely on the head of Autumn as she sat, heels upon knees and eyes closed, on top of Baeng's cabin. She faced the front of the ship and at times felt the faint misting of sea spray on her face and the taste of salt on her lips. Much of the time, however, she was, with that part of her mind that remained ever alert and monitoring, aware of her ponytail and parts of her robe flapping in front of her for the wind was much more than a breeze but still some way short of a gale. Moreover, she was also aware, at some level, of the rising and falling of the ship as well as its shifting from side to side in a complex rhythm that never quite settled into any predictable pattern. Another part of her mind, that part which monitored herself on the inside and rarely intruded upon her thoughts, was also alert and working hard to quell definite feelings of unease in her belly. Some time previously, as the wind picked up with the rising of Astauand, her belly had made itself known and the fish she had eaten the evening before had been threatening to return to the sea since.

 

Still, the constant noises of a ship on the high seas, creaks, groans, splashes and crashes, as well as the shouted commands of those who sought to keep the ship intact and moving forward and the footfalls and curses of those who sought to implement those commands were no worse than the ever present noises of a city. That part of Autumn's mind which desired only to think and contemplate, which in truth was most of her mind, was able to disengage with her surroundings and only infrequently was aware that there even were surroundings. Even the squawking birds that wheeled overhead and complained bitterly of the lack of food scraps failed to make any mark on her thoughts.

 

The same was not true of Logan. He had had wakefulness thrust upon him when his belly had decided enough was enough and rebelled. He had awoken mid retch and voided a part of his dinner on the deck, narrowly avoiding his blanket, before lurching, in a stumbling bent-over stagger to the side of the ship to void the remainder. He had then clung to the side for some considerable time reflecting on the peaceful delights of the Land of the Undead14

 and perhaps even wishing he could return there. With some small sympathy for the sufferings of his Roinad, although none would have been forthcoming had Logan merely been a member of the crew, Baeng had persuaded Logan to leave the apparent security of the ship's side in favour of the foot of the mast. His argument had been that the centre of the ship moved the least and, once persuaded, Logan had sat there ever since. Miserable, admittedly, and almost entirely focused on his belly but no more fish had tried to escape through his mouth. He sat facing backwards and, to occupy that part of his mind as was not on his belly, he watched Autumn.

 

And so they sat, each almost entirely oblivious to what went on around them, as Astauand made Its way up the sky. Each intent on their own thoughts.

 

Astauand was past Its peak when Tefkuu approached Logan and squatted beside him.

 

“Best you be eating something, lad,” he said.

 

Logan just glanced at him then returned his eyes to Autumn.

 

“Settle your belly,” said Tefkuu, giving him a gentle shove on the shoulder.

 

Logan groaned and shifted his gaze to Tefkuu. 

 

“'Tis but some dry bread,” said Tefkuu, holding out a dark coarse lump. “Found it in a box. I scraped off most of the mould and dug out the weevils. Eat it. You'll feel better.”

 

Logan quailed at the thought of ever eating again but he took the proffered bread and let his hand drop to his lap.

 

“Eat,” said Tefkuu, his voice hardening.

 

Reluctantly Logan broke off a small piece and put it in his mouth. He chewed slowly then, with no small effort, swallowed. His belly convulsed then settled to investigating this new arrival.

 

“More,” said Tefkuu.

 

Logan broke off another piece and chewed. It joined the first in his belly but this time there was but a small fluttering from within.

 

“Good,” said Tefkuu when Logan broke off a third piece of his own free will and ate it. This time his belly expressed some approval and the first faint feelings of hunger appeared. He broke off a fourth piece and contemplated it for a moment or two before eating it.

 

Tefkuu smiled and twisted to sit cross legged on the deck although, unlike Autumn, his feet went beneath his knees.

 

“'Tis a bit of good fortune, this wind,” he said. “We be making good headway.”

 

“Good fortune,” said Logan with a hint of sarcasm. “Aye, fortunate indeed.”

 

Tefkuu laughed. 

 

“I remember first time I were at sea,” he said. “Puked so much I thought me insides were coming out. Still, 'twere stormy and the sea was high. Much stronger than this bitty breeze. You'll be right, lad. Mayhap this wind'll last another day then the boat be quietening down.”

 

“Another day?” asked Logan, having some more bread. It tasted a little nutty and unusual but it did seem to be helping.

 

“Reckon so,” said Tefkuu. “'Tis the season for winds such as this. We should reach home, ohh, late tomorrow if it holds.”

 

“Where is home?” asked Logan.

 

“Ohh, a bit to the north,” said Tefkuu. “So what's the lass doing up there? She asleep or something?”

 

“She is thinking,” said Logan. “She does that every morning although I've not known her think this long before.”

 

“Thinking, eh?” said Tefkuu. “Good for her. Reckon as how there ain't enough thinking done by most. What's she thinking about?”

 

“I have no idea,” said Logan. “Most time it be things beyond the wit of many.”

 

“Clever then, is she?” asked Tefkuu.

 

“Very,” said Logan, eating some more bread. He was definitely feeling a little better and not so sorry for himself. “Excuse me.”

 

He stood up and lurched awkwardly for the side of the ship then pissed into the sea.

 

“She looks to be too young to have been wedded so long,” remarked Tefkuu, looking up at Autumn. “Where be her man? Back in Aferraron?”

 

“Autumn is not wedded,” said Logan, settling himself and picking up the lump of bread.

 

“Ohhh,” said Tefkuu, nodding. “Her era'owen be dead then. Shame.”

 

“No, she has never been wed,” said Logan.

 

“Be truth?” asked Tefkuu, looking at him. “But her hair is long.”

 

“I do not understand,” said Logan, pausing in his chewing.

 

“She has long hair,” said Tefkuu. “How can that be if she has never wed?”

 

“I do not follow you,” said Logan. “What has her hair to do with being wed or not?”

 

“Is it not the same in Aferraron then?” asked Tefkuu. 

 

“Is what not the same in Aferraron?” asked Logan.

 

“Mayhap it is not then,” said Tefkuu. “I confess I had not thought on it before. Here girls shave their heads until they wed then never cut their hair again. I thought it were the same everywhere.”

 

“Ahh, now I follow,” said Logan. “No, in Aferraron girls mostly wear their hair long although some like it short. Can't say I've met a woman who shaved her head though. Autumn cuts off the very bottom of hers every now and then but that is all.”

 

“So how do you know which girls be wed and which ain't?” asked Tefkuu.

 

“I suppose you ask them,” said Logan thoughtfully, “although most aren't wed for 'tis our custom for a man and a woman to live together but not actually wed. 'Tis only the high and mighty that go through the formalities of an era'ow. Them as is not we say they be almost era'owen for it be much the same. Ahh, I know not what you be thinking but 'tis best I let you know now that Autumn will never wed.”

 

“Pah, 'twas not thinking of that,” said Tefkuu. “I have my own era'owen back home and be not wanting another. Beside I would not take a foreigner and least of all one in the confidence of the Roinad. I was just asking, like, for the only women I've seen with hair that long be older.”

 

“So why do girls here shave their heads until they wed?” asked Logan. “'Twould seem a lot of effort for very little.”

 

“I know not,” said Tefkuu. “It's always been that way, I reckon. Makes it easy to know who be wedded and who ain't though. If a girl has more than a tiny bit of hair then she not be available and there ain't no point wasting time on her.”

 

“And what if her era'owen is dead?” asked Logan.

 

“Then 'tis up to her,” said Tefkuu. “She be free to shave her head or leave it long or do whatever she wants. Reckon some keeps it long for a time while they be grieving then cuts it off when they be wanting another man.”

 

“I see,” said Logan. “So are those things on your face the same sort of thing for men?”

 

“In part,” said Tefkuu. “Do you not have tattoos in Aferraron?”

 

“I have never seen any,” said Logan, “although some have marks on their skin from injury or stains from their work. What are tattoos?”

 

“As you see, lad,” said Tefkuu. “Ahh, the lass awakes I think.”

 

“Oh yes,” said Logan, looking up as Autumn raised her hands above her head then slowly brought them down. She opened her eyes, saw Logan watching her and smiled. “Umm, best I warn you. Most times when she's finished thinking she dances for a while.”

 

“Dances?” said Tefkuu in surprise. “What does she dance for?”

 

“'Tis her practising her fighting skills,” said Logan. “Best keep out of her way if she does for she is not used to ships that move like this and she may misjudge something.”

 

“Ohh right, like breaking Atdiram's back,” said Tefkuu. “I be right interested to be watching her do that again. 'Twould seem a useful skill for she carries no weapons save that staff of hers. That there Baeng explained to me in the night what an apiakun is and I did wonder for a champion with no weapons seemed an unlikely beast.”

 

“Aye, Autumn has no need of swords and the like,” said Logan.

 

“Is it not a beautiful day, Logan?” asked Autumn, landing neatly on the deck in front of them. The wind caught her hair and made it billow in front of her face so she gathered her ponytail up into a coil and stuffed it down the back of her robe. “Greetings, Tefkuu. You are well?”

 

“Aye, I am well,” said Tefkuu, “although Logan has been suffering with the sickness of the sea. Are you so afflicted as well?”

 

“This bread seems to help,” said Logan, holding up the lump that was now half the size it had been.

 

“I am aware but I ignore it,” said Autumn, “although if I may have a piece?”

 

She bent down and broke off a sizeable lump.

 

“Tefkuu says we will likely arrive at our destination late tomorrow,” said Logan, “although he will not tell me where that is.”

 

“Understandable,” said Autumn. “Doubtless Tefkuu does not wish any to know for fear of retribution.”

 

“It makes no difference,” said Tefkuu, smiling broadly. “We live in a huge dense forest with many islands, channels and swamps. Even if you know where Ghabat Kathifa is none could find us within and should any come close by chance they will not live to tell others.”

 

“Ghabat Kathifa is your village?” asked Autumn, squatting down in front of them while she ate.

 

“No, 'tis the forest,” said Tefkuu. “Our village, if you wish to call it such, has no name.”

 

“Ahh,” said Autumn.

 

“You were a long time thinking today,” said Logan.

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “I had much to think on.”

 

Logan waited but she did not elaborate, just chewed calmly, her eyes on Tefkuu.

 

“Are you going to do your exercises?” asked Logan after a while.

 

“I think not,” said Autumn. “Doubtless it would be a good idea to practise on a large ship in bad weather should such a need arise in the future but I venture Tefkuu and his men pose no threat and Atdiram has been on my mind. I regret deeply his death and with this wind, wet deck and the moving of the ship 'twould be too easy to harm another before I am versed in its ways. Moreover we arrive at this Ghabat Kathifa tomorrow and I venture 'twill be some considerable time before we are on another ship.”

 

“'Tis a shame,” said Tefkuu. “I was looking forward to seeing something of your skills.”

 

“Another good reason not to practise then,” said Autumn with a disarming smile. “I fancy you have some skills as a fighter yourself, Tefkuu, and forewarned is forearmed.”

 

“There is that,” said Tefkuu, “although I cannot envision us ever coming to blows for you are my guests and to fight with guests would be an intolerable rudeness.”

 

“But for how long are we to be hostages?” asked Autumn, “for that is what we are even though you may choose to call us guests.”

 

“As long as it takes,” said Tefkuu, smiling. “I imagine not long, however, and you can be assured that we will take the best of care with you. Returning Logan here and yourself, of course, in anything less than the best of health and with unkind memories will not be to my best advantage.”

 

“I am pleased you see it that way,” said Autumn. “That is how I saw things but I have found not everyone sees things the way I do. Come, tell me of what you have both been talking. I have heard your voices for a while but did not hear your words.”

 

“Tefkuu was telling me that 'tis the custom in Sassese'lte for women to shave their heads until they wed then they let their hair grow,” said Logan. “He thought you over young to have been wed for so long but I have explained we do not share that custom.”

 

“Is that all you have explained in that respect?” asked Autumn, looking at Tefkuu.

 

“Worry not, Autumn,” said Tefkuu, holding up his hand. “Logan has spoken a little of your views and you may be assured that none here will try to take advantage of you.”

 

“That is good,” said Autumn. 

 

“And Tefkuu was about to tell me of his face markings,” said Logan. “Have you heard of tattoos?”

 

“No, I have not,” said Autumn. “So those markings are deliberate?”

 

“Aye,” said Tefkuu. “Although 'tis only our way in Roaaut, Ahi'aktes and Us-Iota. In the south they do not identify themselves in this way.”

 

“Interesting,” said Autumn, studying Tefkuu's face. “How are they made? Do they fade or wash off and have to be redone from time to time?”

 

“Ahh, no,” said Tefkuu. “A sharp stick is used to pierce the skin and push some coloured dirt under so each marking is a line of small dots. 'Tis a laborious process and takes a few days to heal but once done cannot be undone.”

 

“And a painful one, no doubt,” remarked Logan.

 

“Aye, but it is a sign of manhood to not show any sign of pain,” said Tefkuu, wiping his hand over his face.

 

“You say identify?” asked Autumn. “These markings serve a purpose or are they simply adornment?”

 

“They serve a great purpose,” said Tefkuu, “for they tell the story of my life to them as know how to read it. These marks here,” and he touched the tattoos on his left temple, “tell where I was born, a village called Nesm in western Roaaut. These,” touching his right temple, “of the tribe I was born into, the Taalcarik. These on my upper forehead tell that I am the son of our tribal leader, Atlras abn Calqun and those below that I became leader in turn.”

 

“Ahh so your father is dead,” said Autumn, bowing her head slightly. “I am sorry. Your mother still lives?”

 

“Alas no,” said Tefkuu. “She, too, is no more. There is more to my life story, however. These circles on my left cheek were awarded when I passed through the rituals and tests to enter manhood and these spirals on my right cheek show I am wed to Ettairea, of the Kuwosa tribe. The four bands on my chin show I have four children and the three across my nose that I have killed three men in battle.”

 

“'Tis well your chin is wider than your nose,” said Autumn drily, “for there is room for many more children and little room left for more who may die at your hand.”

 

Tefkuu stared at her for a few moments, a little shocked, then he laughed and slapped his hand on the deck.

 

“Aye, you have the right of it, Autumn,” he said, and laughed again. “And I enjoyed the making of children more than the taking of lives.”

 

“That I am glad to hear,” said Autumn, “for the giving of life is more beneficial than the taking of life. Am I permitted to ask you a more personal question?”

 

“Aye, you are permitted,” said Tefkuu, “and I am permitted to not answer it if I choose not to.”

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn. “You say, and your markings depict, that you are the leader of the Taalcarik. How then is it that you are now a pirate? Should you not be with your tribe?”

 

“I am with my tribe, Autumn,” said Tefkuu softly, “at least all that remains and pirating is all that is left to us.”

 

“Ahh, my apologies,” said Autumn, putting her palms together and bowing before Tefkuu. “My question forces you to relive sad memories. Please, forgive me.”

 

“There is nothing to forgive, Autumn,” said Tefkuu, “for these memories never leave me. Yes, I am leader of the Taalcarik but of the Taalcarik only myself and five others remain.”

 

“Is that how you came to kill three men in battle?” asked Logan. 

 

“No, but it is how I came to be leader,” said Tefkuu. “My father, my mother and almost all who dwelt in Nesm died when a pestilence came upon us and none knew any remedy. How it was that we six did not perish I do not know, but when all others were dead we buried them then sat waiting our turn but in vain. We stayed for three days and three nights more and on the fourth day there were still not any of the signs of the pestilence upon us so we abandoned our village for it stank of death and ill omens lay upon our land. We wandered for a full summer and were shunned by all others. Indeed on two occasions we were stoned and forced to flee for our lives and in time we came to Ghabat Kathifa and made our home there.”

 

“This pestilence,” asked Autumn, leaning forward intently. “Was it only visited upon your village?”

 

“Aye,” said Tefkuu. “The gods did not seek vengeance against any others.”

 

“So no one in any of the villages you went to after you left were so afflicted?” asked Autumn.

 

“Fear not,” said Tefkuu. “Since that day I and the others have taken era'owens and all still live, save one who died in childbirth, and none in those villages suffered the pestilence. 'Twas only those in Nesm and none live there now save ghosts.”

 




Chapter Fourteen

 

“These things do happen from time to time,” said Autumn after a respectful pause, “and I mourn your loss. Tell me, what form did this pestilence take?”

 

“'Twas mercifully quick at least,” said Tefkuu. “As I recall it began with a feeling of apprehension and dread then a great coldness would fall upon those afflicted. They would start to shiver even though the warmth of summer was upon us and blankets served not to counter the chills. Then pains in the head began and some spoke of a swirling that filled their minds so they could not stand without falling. This would last for at best half a day and then the heat came upon them without warning. An intense heat that filled their bodies and caused the sweat to run like rivers soaking everything they touched. That marked the end for 'twas not long after the sweats appeared they died. We called it the sweating sickness at first then later the sweating death when it became apparent that none survived.”

 

“And you know not what caused this?” asked Autumn. “There was no pattern amongst those who died nor those who were not afflicted?”

 

“What sort of pattern?” asked Tefkuu, his brow creasing in puzzlement.

 

“Umm, well, did it afflict all in one dwelling before moving on to another?” asked Autumn. “Or did those who were first afflicted tend certain animals or plants? Mayhap those who were not afflicted did? Mayhap they drew their water from a different source?”

 

“Nothing comes to mind,” said Tefkuu, “although I do not know who was first afflicted. The only thing I do remember that was strange was that none of our animals died. 'Twas only us.”

 

“'Tis intriguing,” said Autumn. “And no strangers came to the village in the days before it began?”

 

“Oft times there were strangers for Nesm was a busy place,” said Tefkuu. “Why are you asking all these questions?”

 

“I have some small skills in healing,” said Autumn, “and I always wish to learn more. What manner of remedies were tried?”

 

“Various herbs and potions at first,” said Tefkuu, “then as they were found to be lacking the usual other remedies were tried, leeches, blood letting and the like. Not even wiping the sweating body with the guts of a freshly dead chicken stemmed the sweats.”

 

“No, I imagine not,” said Autumn. “'Tis a puzzle though. And those who were not afflicted? Were they men, women, young, old?”

 

“All but one were men,” said Tefkuu, getting to his feet, “and all were younger than older but none were children or fresh from childhood. I confess I grow weary of all these questions for they serve no purpose. Mayhap when the pestilence came upon us but now? With all but a few dead these fifteen summers or more? Best I be getting back to work for ships be not sailing themselves. Doubtless we will talk more although I would prefer other matters.”

 

“My apologies, Tefkuu,” said Autumn, also getting to her feet. “'Twas wrong of me to revive bad memories for idle curiosity.”

 

“Aye, bad they are,” said Tefkuu. He studied Autumn for a few moments then stomped off to yell harshly at someone who affronted him.

 

“I venture Tefkuu still feels his loss,” said Autumn, sitting back down beside Logan but facing to the front of the ship.

 

“Aye, perhaps,” said Logan. “But he is still a pirate.”

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn, frowning at him. “I would be most surprised if that little conversation changed him in his path. Why did you say that?”

 

“Ohh, only because I know you, Autumn,” said Logan. “Doubtless you feel sympathy for him and want to give him aid but do not forget he is a pirate and likely offers little aid or sympathy to those he preys on.”

 

Autumn gazed at him for a few moments then nodded her head.

 

“Aye, you are right,” she said. “Once again Logan the Insightful shows he knows me better than I know myself. Despite his sorry tale, Tefkuu chose to be a bandit, which is all a pirate is at heart, for it is apparent that this pestilence ran its course and ended. Mayhap they were too afraid to return to the village of Nesm but doubtless he and the others could have founded a new village not too far away and returned to the same farmland or started fresh further afield. For certain they did not carry the pestilence to others so I see little that would lead to a life of piracy through desperation. 'Tis not beyond the realms of possibility that he and the others were already outcasts from Nesm and that is why they escaped the scourge.”

 

“I had not thought of that,” said Logan ruefully. “It would make sense though, being a small group of young men. Doubtless the one woman enjoyed their company. Indeed, another thought strikes me.”

 

“'Tis always good to have other thoughts,” said Autumn. “Just one thought would lead to a dull life I would think. What is this new thought?”

 

“That his entire tale was a falsehood,” said Logan. “He is, as we both agree, a pirate and mayhap this sorry tale was an invention intended to gain our sympathy.”

 

“To what purpose?” asked Autumn.

 

“To make us more cooperative, perhaps,” said Logan, “or less inclined to treat him harshly should we gain the upper hand at some point.”

 

“Good, your mind is clearing,” said Autumn. “I had similar thoughts myself before speaking with him for we are to be kept as hostages and doubtless when Hysleria is informed he will take some measures to find us, or you at any rate. Should that happen then some sympathy on our part for Tefkuu could go a long way in staying Hysleria's retribution.”

 

“You think Hysleria will try to find us?” asked Logan.

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “I know not what it is that drives a man such as he but I venture that he would vastly prefer you as Roinad than another for you are content to leave him be while you travel with me. Another as Roinad would likely interfere with that, mayhap even dismiss him and make their own favourite Piers Sakratar.”

 

“A fair point,” said Logan. “But is it not also possible that Hysleria may decide to leave us with Tefkuu? After all, he would still have the benefit of my not being there but with the advantage of knowing roughly where I am at all times.”

 

“But would not the possibility then arise that Tefkuu would tire of that task and kill us?” asked Autumn. “Not that I would permit that but would Hysleria be willing to risk it?”

 

“He might if he has another like me ready to take my place,” said Logan. 

 

“If that were the case then he would have produced this person rather than call on Mother Midcarn to find you,” said Autumn.

 

“Ahh, good point,” said Logan, a little relived for the thought had made him a touch anxious even though Autumn was here. “So is that what you were thinking on all morning?”

 

“In part,” said Autumn. “I spent some time debating with myself whether to continue for a time with Tefkuu or whether it would be better if we made our escape. Certainly Tefkuu seems to think that this forest will prevent us from leaving but I have my doubts. We having been sailing north throughout and the shore has been to our left which is to the west. When we make land it should not be overly difficult to escape then head east until we find the sea then head south. 'Tis not as though either of us are unfamiliar with forests although I imagine Tefkuu will assume we are both city folk and frightened by these things.”

 

“Then that is our plan?” asked Logan. “Wait 'til we make land then escape?”

 

“No,” said Autumn. “'Twas just one thought among many. If it were just you and I then mayhap but we have others to consider. Should you and I escape then likely Baeng and his crew, to say nothing of Pakam who I venture will be helpless, will suffer unduly.”

 

“Could we not take them with us?” asked Logan.

 

“I dare say we could,” said Autumn, “but would they want to come? All but Baeng and Pakam have said they wish to stay and I suspect it will be difficult to escape if we have to take them with us as prisoners, which I would not do anyway. On the other hand, although Tefkuu is happy to have them stay and join his group that may change if you and I disappear. 'Tis an awkward situation.”

 

“Hmm,”said Logan. “So you are saying we should stay then?”

 

“And there is yet another point to be considered,” said Autumn.

 

“I had a feeling there might be,” said Logan. “What is it?”

 

“We are hostages against the return of some of Tefkuu's men who are to be executed,” said Autumn. “Our escaping will doubtless hasten their suffering, not relieve it. It does not sit easy with me to make that so.”

 

“But they are pirates,” said Logan. “Doubtless they were fairly tried and found wanting.”

 

“I am sure that is the case,” said Autumn, “but execution will not help them mend their ways.”

 

“Nor will them being exchanged for us,” said Logan. “I imagine they will be happy to return to their old ways on their release.”

 

“We cannot know that for certain, Logan,” said Autumn. “It is possible that having sat under threat of execution for a time they may prove unwilling to risk a second attempt. It is also possible that when it comes time for the exchange I may have the opportunity to talk with them and persuade them to another path.”

 

“So we are staying as hostages then,” said Logan.

 

“That was my thinking,” said Autumn. “At least for the time being. Should circumstances change then escaping might become the preferred choice. Have you any more thoughts?”

 

“Not really,” said Logan. “You travel and I follow and when all's said and done we are still travelling. Mayhap this Ghabat Kathifa may yet turn out to be your place. 'Tis a forest after all and you like forests.”

 

“And there is that also,” said Autumn. “We wanted to travel in Sassese'lte and we are doing so. Indeed, in some respects Tefkuu is doing us a service by aiding us in our travels. 'Twill be interesting, will it not, to see if a pirate lair is in any significant way different to any other village.”

 

“Although there is an argument in favour of us returning to Tafa'ul,” said Logan, “which would mean an escape could be preferable.”

 

“You mean the signing of the Treaty?” asked Autumn. “Yes, I am not unmindful of the suffering of the people on Carstva Adcaju although I confess I do not see this Treaty alleviating their suffering in any great way. I rather suspect that it will add to their burdens not lessen them. However, we must not forget that you are the Roinad and, regardless of your desires, you do have a duty in that respect.”

 

“So is it not my duty to try to escape?” asked Logan, hopefully.

 

“I am not familiar with the duties of roinads,” said Autumn, “but I rather fancy you have a duty to stay alive and not take foolish risks.”

 

“With you by my side there would be no foolish risks,” said Logan. “You'd make Sploop sure of that.”

 

“That's as may be,” said Autumn, “but the signing of the Treaty is likely not as significant as you think. It could well be that once news of your capture reaches the Saamrat she may well be willing to permit Hysleria to sign in your place. Even if she does not the hostage exchange may well take place speedily or a new Roinad found to take your place. Logic would suggest that, all things considered, we'd best stay with Tefkuu. Aye and 'tis even possible that the deities themselves have taken a hand in this for here lies an opportunity to alter Tefkuu's destiny. At first meeting he would seem a reasonable man, of sorts.”

 

“I fancy he has more in common with the Chanwars,” snorted Logan. “They put a lot of store in family as well.”

 

“I was thinking more of his tattoos,” said Autumn. “I venture Tefkuu puts much importance on the major events of his life and perhaps he is disinclined for his sons to have tattoos that tell all they are the sons of a pirate.”

 

“And now I understand why you were so long at your meditations today,” said Logan. “You have done a powerful lot of thinking about our predicament.”

 

“In truth no,” said Autumn. “All these considerations did not take long although you have neglected something that is oft times uppermost in your mind.”

 

“Which is?” asked Logan.

 

“A gift from Mother Midcarn,” said Autumn. “Not only did she bring us to this place but she has not given us a gift to aid us. This says to me that we are not in any particular danger nor is the situation dire for anyone else. I fancy 'tis best we let this play itself out.”

 

“I had forgotten about Mother Midcarn,” admitted Logan. “My mind has been mostly on having to be Roinad then being taken hostage. You are right, of course. So what other thoughts occupied you all this time?”

 

“That I do not know,” said Autumn slowly. She picked up the remaining lump of bread and tapped it thoughtfully on the deck. “I was thinking of you being Roinad and how unlikely such a thing is but there was something else niggling at the back of my mind. I rather fancy it is related but it refused to come forth and show itself. Mayhap it will make itself known when I am least expecting it or mayhap when I am at my meditations tomorrow or another day. I venture it will be interesting at the very least for quick and easy thoughts are generally the least interesting.”

 

* * *

 

The wind did not let up that day although it subsided sufficiently when darkness fell for a fire to be lit and fish and more bread cooked. Both Tefkuu and Baeng were in agreement that a little hunger was insufficient reason to risk the wooden ship catching alight. That there was no previously cooked food is simply explained by the increase in people on board. Such food as there had been had been sufficient for Baeng and his crew but the addition of Autumn, Logan, Pakam and all of Tefkuu's men had meant that had not lasted long. That none of the casks of wine had been broached was entirely due to Tefkuu's strict control over his men. One had been cracked accidentally but Tefkuu had thrown it overboard. Drunks and ships do not make cosy bedfellows at the best of times and there was always the possibility that the original crew could use the opportunity to re-take the ship. Tefkuu was an experienced leader as well as an experienced pirate.

 

“You see them there trees?” he asked, approaching Autumn and Logan late in the afternoon. The ship was some way off shore but sufficiently close to make out major features. “Them be the start of Ghabat Kathifa.”

 

“Ahh, said Autumn as they both looked to shore. “So we shall be arriving at our destination soon?”

 

“Aye, before dark,” said Tefkuu. “Now I know you be Roinad of Aferraron and you, Autumn, be his Apiakun and so be deserving of best treatment but I am sure you appreciate that I cannot let you see where we land. When all is over and you both be returning to your palaces and such like it would be most unfortunate if somehow a whole fleet of ships and soldiers be turning up. Wouldn't be fair to my lads and their families now, would it?”

 

“Even if we give our words of honour?” asked Autumn.

 

“Well, left to me that would be more than sufficient,” said Tefkuu, “but there be them too,” and he jerked his thumb at a couple of Baeng's men working in the rigging. “We be putting blindfolds on them as have volunteered so it don't seem right fair for them as haven't volunteered to be seeing things that they can't.”

 

“We understand,” said Autumn. “I am curious, however. If you trust them enough to have them as volunteers surely it would be better if they knew how to get to and from your dwelling place?”

 

“Ah, well, trust be a funny old thing,” said Tefkuu, scratching his cheek. “I ain't saying I don't trust 'em mind, but in truth I ain't saying I do either. Mayhap one or two will learn how to get there then run off and come back with an army. In time them as have volunteered will earn the right to know the path and they must bide content until then. More to the point, you'll all be blindfolded. Even if you don't send an army to get us in the future 'tis best you don't know the way out again either. Only way out be along the rivers and streams for most of this here forest be swamp and full of hydrabeardis and 'twould be impossible to traverse on foot.”

 

“What are hydrabeardis?” asked Logan.

 

“They be big beasties,” said Tefkuu. “Bit like snakes with legs 'cepting they live in the water and they be three, four even five times the length of a man and almost half of that be made of teeth. Right sharp teeth at that and they be loving the taste of fresh meat. Want to know something interesting about hydrabeardis, lad?”

 

“Umm, not really,” said Logan. “I think I've heard enough already.”

 

“Most big beasties with teeth just bite you and rip off a hunk,” said Tefkuu. “Them beardies don't. They gets a hold on you in the water then roll over and over so you be ending up like a scroll then they chomp you down in one go.”

 

“Which makes me wonder why they need so many teeth,” said Autumn. “I would have thought two or mayhap four would be sufficient.”

 

“Oh, the rest be there to make sure you ain't getting away,” said Tefkuu. “A couple of teeth might be missing you entirely but a hundred or more? Ain't no escaping them. Now, the blindfolds.” He held up some pieces of cloth and waved them gently.

 

“You want to blindfold us now?” asked Autumn.

 

“Soon,” said Tefkuu. “Just letting you know what will be happening. First we've got to get you in the boats though.”

 

“Can we not stay on the ship?” asked Logan. “Wouldn't it be safer from the hydrabeardis?”

 

“Ain't got no choice,” said Tefkuu. “This ship be too big to go far in. The waters get quite shallow so we be taking it only a little way in then leaving it.”

 

“Will not the ship mark the start of your path?” asked Autumn. “'Twould seem a risk in itself.”

 

“Aye but not much,” said Tefkuu. “We be covering it in branches and the like so it looks like trees and, when the time be ripe, we be selling it anyway. Big ship like this ain't no use to us. Either way, we be putting you in the boats first for it be a right pain getting from ship to boat when you can't see what you be doing. Wouldn't want either of you falling in the sea and drowning!”

 

He laughed.

 




Chapter Fifteen

 

“So this be the shit what killed my Atdiram, then?” snarled a woman's voice, full of anger and pain.

 

Autumn instantly dropped into her defensive stance, effortlessly snapping the cord that bound her wrists. She twisted at the same time, her ears directing her movements for she was blindfolded.

 

“Drop that knife, Cari,” shouted Tefkuu urgently as Autumn sensed someone lunge past her. “Drop it, I say!”

 

There was the sound of a brief struggle then a faint clink of metal on stone. Autumn stepped slowly backwards, poised and perfectly balanced then whirled at a sudden sharp intake of breath behind her.

 

“Is that you, Logan?” she whispered, reaching out with a hand. She felt the familiar texture of Logan's rolled blanket.

 

“Good,” said Tefkuu, his voice calmer and softer. “Ettairea, Taitai, take Cari home and give her what comfort you can.”

 

“Aye,” whispered Logan. “That be my foot you are standing on.”

 

“My apologies,” said Autumn, straightening up and shifting her foot. “Tefkuu, I would speak with Cari if I may.” She pulled off the blindfold and blinked to clear her eyes of dust and dirt from the rag.

 

“If you wish,” said Tefkuu, surprised. Two women, one of an age with Autumn, the other somewhat older, also looked at her in surprise. The third, her pain filled face grimy and tear stained, stood between them. One had her arm around Cari's shoulders and the other held her hand. Several other people stood around, watching.

 

“You are Cari?” asked Autumn gently. She stepped forward to stand in front of the woman. “Atdiram was your man?”

 

“Aye,” said Cari. She wiped some snot from her face and stared defiantly at Autumn.

 

“'Twas not my intent to kill Atdiram,” said Autumn. “'Twas a bad error and I make no excuses. I humbly apologise for your loss.”

 

She bowed before Cari and Cari gawped at her then looked at Tefkuu in confusion.

 

“I cannot know Autumn's intent,” he said, “but 'tis likely for the ship rolled just as she kicked him and he fell against the side and broke his back.”

 

“So this be when you were taking a ship, then?” asked Cari. “She is not some whore from a dockside inn?”

 

“Decidedly not,” said Tefkuu. “This lad here be the Roinad of All Aferraron and Autumn be his champion. She be the best fighter in their land so you would not have stood a chance with your knife even though she be blindfolded. If she says it was a mistake then it was a mistake for I see no reason for her to say she be wrong otherwise.”

 

 

“Ohhh,” said Cari, her eyes going wide and her jaw dropping. “Forgive me, Eashiqa. I did not know … I, umm, … well … I only … ahh, forgive me, Eashiqa.”

 

“You have done nothing to forgive, Cari,” said Autumn, taking her hand. “'Tis I who asks your forgiveness but I understand if you cannot.”

 

She kissed Cari's hand then stooped to pick up her knife which still lay on the ground. She folded Cari's hand around the handle. Tefkuu lurched forward but Autumn held up her hand to stop him.

 

“I am sorry, Cari,” said Autumn softly. 

 

“Aye, well,” said Cari, staring at the knife in her hand. She looked up at Autumn. “I know not what happened for I was not there but I reckon you only be defending yourself, or him at any rate.” She jerked her chin at Logan who was still blindfolded but listening intently. “Reckon as how Atdiram most likely had it coming. Can't say as how I'll ever be forgiving you, Eashiqa but I ain't blaming you. Not now.”

 

“And that is more than anyone can ask,” said Autumn. “Let us part in peace for doubtless neither of us desires more blood to be shed.”

 

“Come, Cari,” said the other of the two women with her. She pulled on Cari's shoulders and Cari allowed herself to be lead away.

 

“Neatly done,” remarked Tefkuu. “That Cari be a ferocious one when she's roused. I should've been expecting trouble.”

 

“There was no trouble, Tefkuu,” said Autumn, watching Cari being taken into a mud and stick hut.

 

“Aye, maybe not,” said Tefkuu. He stooped and picked up the cord that had bound Autumn's wrists and studied the broken ends. “I fancy you could have broken this any time you wanted.”

 

“'Twas only the heat of the moment,” said Autumn. “I felt I was about to be attacked and reacted accordingly.”

 

“Aye, perhaps,” said Tefkuu. He tried to snap the cord himself but could not. “There is more to you than meets the eye, that's be right certain.”

 

“Do you wish me to replace the blindfold?” asked Autumn, “or can I remove Logan's?”

 

“Remove it,” said Tefkuu, “and his bindings. 'Twas only so you did not see how we got here but now you are here you are free to look at whatever you want.”

 

“So I thought,” said Autumn, removing Logan's blindfold. He, too, blinked several times and sneezed. “So what happens now?”

 

“We wait to hear from the Saamrat,” said Tefkuu. “In the meantime we'd best be making you both comfortable. My apologies for not having the luxuries you are accustomed to but that's how it is. With Aloidia's aid the Saamrat will not take over long in replying to my little request. You can have Atdiram's old dwelling for he won't been needing it anymore.”

 

“Will not Cari be needing it?” asked Autumn. “I would not have her put out of her home.”

 

Tefkuu snorted. “She'll be with another before this day is done, be assured of that. There be twice as many men here as women so she'll have her pick and she knows our customs well enough. Come, let me show you around. 'Twill be dark soon.”

 

* * *

 

“I confess I am happier here,” said Logan as they sat with their backs against the wall of their hut watching the rest of the village.

 

There were some twenty or thirty dwellings, all much as Atdiram's, clustered around a central clearing and most had fires burning within giving each a cosy glow through their doorways. Three streams surrounded the village, one immediately behind their hut. Its quiet murmuring providing a pleasant backdrop. Two of the pirates, Naudec and Ghea, had built a small fire a little to one side of their dwelling, saying that their presence was to ensure none disturbed them. Cari had already moved in with Ramen, three dwellings away on their left. Judging by the occasional sound of her voice on the breeze she was clearly arranging her new home the way she wanted it and Ramen was cooperative for he had been with the group these four summers past and had had his eye on Cari for most of that time.

 

“I would agree,” said Autumn. “Much as we are captives, it is good to be back among the trees and streams and away from the bustle of the city. 'Tis peaceful here and I am in no hurry to be exchanged and returned there.”

 

“Aye,” said Logan contentedly. “They seem to have plenty of food although no cows which is a shame.”

 

“Ahh, Logan,” said Autumn. “They are pirates. Mayhap soon they will acquire some cheese for you.”

 

“There is always hope,” said Logan. “Do you suppose those two are coming to see us?”

 

“I expect so,” said Autumn as Ghea challenged the two shadows. “That sounds like Baeng.”

 

“Indeed it is,” said Logan as Baeng went closer to Ghea's fire.

 

Although their words were indistinct there was no hint of anger and, after a brief exchange, Baeng and his companion were waved towards Autumn and Logan.

 

“My apologies,” said Baeng, coming over, Pakam the tailor close behind. “Twould seem we are instructed to lodge with you both this night.”

 

“I had wondered what arrangements were to be made for you both,” said Autumn. “You are entirely welcome.”

 

“I thank you, Autumn,” said Baeng. “We are to build a hut for ourselves in the morning but it is too dark at the moment. It would not be seemly, however, for me and Pakam to sleep inside with the Roinad so if it sits well with you we shall stay outside the dwelling.”

 

“As you wish,” said Autumn, “but there is room for four I wager.”

 

“Indeed?” said Baeng. He glanced over to where Ghea and Naudec sat beside their fire. “Perhaps it would be well with you if we all went inside to check?” He appeared to wink at Autumn but as his back was to the fire it was difficult to tell.

 

“Then go inside we shall,” said Autumn, aware of a tension in him whether or not he had winked. “Come, Logan.”

 

With a sigh Logan stood up and followed Baeng and Autumn inside. Pakam hesitated then scurried inside as well.

 

“Do you think they can hear us?” whispered Baeng.

 

“I venture not,” said Autumn quietly.

 

“Good,” said Baeng. “If it is not too much of an imposition, can I ask what your plans are?”

 

“It is no imposition,” said Autumn. “We desire no trouble so 'tis our intention to wait until the exchange has been agreed then return to Tafa'ul.”

 

“I see,” said Baeng. “And you wish me and mine to do the same?”

 

“That is your choice,” said Autumn, “although I understood your men to have agreed to join Tefkuu. Is that not so?”

 

“'Twas only to stay alive,” said Baeng. “'Tis the custom among pirates in these parts to kill those who do not join them and none expected that custom to change.”

 

“You did not,” said Logan.

 

“I am Votamme of the Storm Chaser,” said Baeng. “No pirate would accept me joining them for I would be too much of a risk.”

 

“A risk of what?” asked Autumn.

 

“Sailing away with those who are discontent,” said Baeng, “for I know the winds and the currents. The only reason I yet live is because you bested Tefkuu for my life.”

 

“I thought it was because you, and us, could be exchanged for some of Tefkuu's men who are awaiting execution,” said Autumn.

 

“That was only an afterthought,” said Baeng. “You bested him first. Do you not remember?”

 

“I remember,” said Autumn, “but it was not a serious fight. I venture Tefkuu was only testing me.”

 

Baeng started to laugh then checked himself in case he was overheard.

 

“Well, that's as may be,” he muttered. “Had you failed the test however I'd be feeding the fish now. Still, no matter. So, your intention is to wait for the exchange and nothing more?”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “You think otherwise?”

 

“I am Votamme of the Storm Chaser,” said Baeng. “More than that, I own it as well so I am not overly willing to permit the ship to be sold.”

 

“But what choice do you have in the matter?” asked Logan. “You are as much a captive as we are and you have no crew.”

 

“So it would seem,” said Baeng, “but on our voyage here I spoke with each of my men in turn and I am assured that all are still with me should an opportunity arise. Yes, they prefer life as pirates to cut throats and a watery grave but all would prefer the Storm Chaser even more.”

 

“You think you can find the ship again?” asked Autumn. “I tried to note every twist and turn of the boats as we came to the village but I could not track them all.”

 

“I did as well,” said Baeng, “and I venture I could find my way back to it, at least before the rains come and the streams and rivers change.”

 

“So you want to take your men and go back to the ship?” asked Logan. “Will not the pirates try to stop you?”

 

“Aye, like as not,” said Baeng.

 

“Then may Chershoee guide your steps and Mizule your hands,” said Autumn. “When do you plan to do this thing?”

 

“Well, that be it,” said Baeng. “You tell me your plan is to stay and wait. Does that mean you will not go with us?”

 

“It would not be my first choice,” said Autumn. “I venture your intent carries much risk. Can you be certain of finding the ship? What if they have moved it since we left it? And what if we are caught? Doubtless there will be much fighting and lives lost on both sides. I venture also Tefkuu will accept no volunteers from the survivors. Logan and I will likely be kept alive as we have value to Tefkuu but I wager there would be much suffering among you and your men. 'Twould seem foolhardy to me.”

 

“You would not fight with us?” asked Baeng.

 

“Of course I would,” said Autumn, “should the need arise but I have seen at least forty men able to fight here and doubtless some of the women as well. The odds against us would seem overly high and I am not convinced of the need anyway. I grant you may lose you ship but what is that compared with the loss of many lives and likely much injury as well.”

 

“So you are against the plan?” asked Baeng, disappointed.

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “If we but wait there is likely to be a peaceful solution and I venture it will take some time to sell your ship as well. Mayhap Logan can prevail upon Hysleria to buy it back for you.”

 

“I did not think of that,” said Baeng. “You think it likely?”

 

“Logan is the Roinad,” said Autumn. “I would imagine if Logan desired the ship Hysleria would buy it for him. Mayhap we can ask Tefkuu to make it part of the exchange agreement.”

 

“'Twould seem a heavy price for a handful of convicted pirates,” said Baeng doubtfully. “Hysleria may think it too heavy.”

 

“Perhaps,” said Autumn, “but if that is the case then likely your plan will have more merit but with things as they stand I would argue the best plan is to wait and see rather than hasten into something that has little chance of success and will likely cause great suffering.”

 

“And this is what the Roinad desires?” asked Baeng, looking at Logan.

 

“Autumn has some very good points,” said Logan. “As it stands at the moment no one has been hurt except Atdiram and your ship lies in the bay. It also seems to me that Tefkuu will be expecting us to do something soon. After all, Naudec and Ghea sit outside even though I wager none would disturb us. Like as not their real reason for being there is to ensure we stay here. It will take time to find a buyer for the ship and likely the longer we delay the more their watchfulness will drop. Aye, and I fancy it will take a time for agreement to be reached on exchanging us anyway. It took, what, three days for us to get here so likely a message will take as long and doubtless there will be several messages to be exchanged before we are.”

 

“As you wish,” said Baeng. “I shall not go against the orders of the Roinad.”

 

“And that shows your worth, Baeng,” said Autumn. “Oft times inaction is the better choice than action but it takes a courageous man to choose inaction when the heart desires action.”

 

“Aye, I suppose so,” said Baeng heavily, “even though it grieves me deeply to stand by and do nothing while these scum do what they want.”

 

* * *

 

“Where be Logan and Autumn?” asked Tefkuu coming over to their hut. He had a tiny nut shell clasped in his hand.

 

“Down at stream,” said Naudec, jerking his thumb behind the hut. “Can you not hear the splashing?”

 

“Ohh, they be washing then,” said Tefkuu. “Best I don't disturb them. I'll come back later.”

 

“Nay,” said Ghea. “They both stripped arse naked some time back and washed all over, clothes and all. Damned fools. They be catching their death. Nah, the maid be doing some sort of dance now while their clothes be drying in the light of Astauand.”

 

“She be dancing naked?” asked Tefkuu, his interest aroused.

 

“Aye,” said Naudec. “Figured we'd best leave 'em to it since they ain't likely to be running off like that.”

 

“I would imagine not,” said Tefkuu. “I'd better just check anyway.”

 

He sauntered around the side of the dwelling and found Logan sitting on the ground studying a document. He was wearing his tunic although Autumn's clothes lay on the ground nearby.

 

“Greetings, Logan,” said Tefkuu. “I trust you are well.”

 

“Oh, greetings, Tefkuu,” said Logan looking up. He rolled up the document and tired a thin cord around it. “Yes I am well. You are well also?”

 

“Aye, mustn't grumble,” said Tefkuu. “Where is Autumn?”

 

“She's in among the trees,” said Logan. “Over that way somewhere.” He pointed past where Baeng and Pakam were weaving sticks together to make a dwelling for themselves. “She'll be back soon.”

 

“What's she doing?” asked Tefkuu, noting that Pakam was bringing his tailoring skills to the art of building.

 

“Her exercises,” said Logan.

 

“Ahh,” said Tefkuu. “Can I join you? I have news you both may be interested in.”

 

“Certainly,” said Logan. “Do you want me to find her?”

 

“No, it can wait,” said Tefkuu, “and I am most interested in the exercises she does. She is fearfully strong for such a small lass and blindingly fast.”

 

“She practices a lot,” said Logan as a lot of splashing came from somewhere among the trees.

 

“Doubtless she has to,” said Tefkuu. “And you? You were reading a document, were you not? Can I ask what it is?”

 

“Ohh, 'tis nothing,” said Logan, feeling a little embarrassed.

 

“Can I see?” asked Tefkuu, holding out his hand.

 

“If you wish,” said Logan, a little surprised. “'Tis not a secret if that's what you're worried about. 'Tis just my signature.”

 

“Why are you looking at signatures?” asked Tefkuu as Logan unrolled the sheet of eazt. It was looking decidedly the worse for wear and parts of the edges had broken away but most was still intact.

 

“I'm trying to decide which is best,” said Logan, pointing to one. “I rather like that one although Autumn prefers this.”

 

“Aye, 'tis pretty enough,” said Tefkuu, glancing at them, “but does it really matter? Your signature is your signature whatever it looks like.”

 

“I suppose you're right,” said Logan, unwilling to try to explain what a nice looking signature meant to him. 

 

There was a sudden crack as a branch broke away from a tree then a moment later the branch came flying through the air. It was followed by Autumn doing a series of cartwheels which ended with her springing into the air and kicking out three times before landing, going into a roll then springing up again to launch a flurry of blows at another tree. She spun round and lashed at the tree with her foot then waved at Logan before leaping up to catch a high branch then somersaulting backwards off it to land on her feet.

 

“Most impressive,” said Tefkuu as she came over to join them. Her breathing was as calm as ever although her naked body was dusted with bits of leaves and dirt and blood welled up from a couple of minor scratches.

 

“Greetings, Tefkuu,” she said. “Is it not a beautiful day?”

 

“Aye, nice enough,” said Tefkuu, his eyes roaming over her body. “Likely rain soon enough though.”

 

“If you will excuse me,” said Autumn. She stepping into the stream and quickly splashed water over herself to remove the dirt and leaves. Satisfied she wiped off much of the water then picked up her tunic. She slipped it on then untied her ponytail and started to comb it with her fingers.

 

“Tefkuu has something he wishes to tell us,” said Logan.

 

“Oh yes?” said Autumn, pausing in her combing.

 

“Aye,” said Tefkuu. “I've had a message from someone called Hysleria. Do you know that name?”

 

“He is the Piers Sakratar to the Roinad,” said Autumn. She frowned. “How is it you have a message from him? That is most speedy.”

 

“It came by qiadem,” said Tefkuu, holding out the nut shell.

 

“What is that?” asked Logan.

 

“'Tis a bird,” said Tefkuu. “Not much for eating but they always fly to their homes so we use them for messages.”

 

“I do not follow,” said Autumn, resuming her combing.

 

“You remember when we sailed past Tafa'ul I sent a boat with that tailor's brother?” asked Tefkuu.

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “You said he had the terms of our exchange for the Saamrat.”

 

“And so he did,” said Tefkuu. “He also had the name of someone who has some birds of mine. One of the birds brought this message. I was expecting to hear from the Saamrat herself but I wager this Hysleria will do well enough.”

 

“And what does Hysleria say?” asked Autumn, quickly retying her ponytail.

 

“That he agrees in principle,” said Tefkuu happily, “but the amount of the ransom is too high. He wants to negotiate.”

 

“Ransom?” exclaimed Autumn. “I thought we were to be exchanged, not ransomed?”

 




Chapter Sixteen

 

“What does it matter either way?” asked Tefkuu. “Exchange, ransom, all be the same thing in the end.”

 

“A fair point,” said Autumn after a brief hesitation. “So you be wanting to exchange us for money, then?”

 

“Aye, that was the plan,” said Tefkuu, “but I ain't never had no Roinad before and I ain't knowing what one be worth so I plucked a number out of the air. This here Hysleria be saying there ain't that much money in all of Aferraron. This be true, Logan?”

 

“Oh, um, I have no idea,” said Logan. “I, umm, don't get involved much in the money side of things.”

 

“I fancy it doesn't really matter,” said Autumn. “I venture this be like a market where the seller gives his price and the buyer is horrified. If Hysleria be willing to negotiate then I fancy it is down to you to ask a lesser amount.”

 

“Aye, that I will,” said Tefkuu, scowling. “Question is, how low do I go? Roinad be worth a piss high amount, I reckon. I will think on it and send my reply later. Mayhap my asking price was too high and I should knock a bit off.”

 

“Perhaps,” said Autumn, “but 'tis entirely possible he may just find another to be Roinad and leave us here.”

 

“Mayhap a few threats about how much you both will suffer before you die will help loosen his purse strings,” said Tefkuu.

 

“I expect that would sway Hysleria very little,” said Logan. “He is used to making decisions where someone suffers and doubtless with us a long way off his concerns for our welfare could be lessened.”

 

Tefkuu stared at him for a few moments then grinned.

 

“Pah, I reckon you be saying that just to save a little money,” he said with a chuckle. “Let his Roinad die for the sake of a bit of coin? I think not. Mayhap if you just be a chicken or suchlike but a Roinad? No. My mind is made up. I be doubling the asking price and giving ten days or I start sending bits of the lass here to oil his thinking. If he still ain't paid up when she be all gone then I be sending bits of you too. Mayhap an ear or a finger or two, eh? That should do the trick.”

 

“It might,” said Autumn. “If I may, how are you going to reply to Hysleria? Does the bird know the way back?”

 

“Sadly not,” said Tefkuu as Logan frowned at Autumn. It was unlike her to stop arguing so quickly. “Qiadem's be only flying home. 'Tis fortunate that I have a few here what be born in Tafa'ul.”

 

“Ahh,” said Autumn, “so that is the purpose of the nut shells? The birds carry them with messages inside?”

 

“Aye,” said Tefkuu. “So let's be hoping agreement is reached before we run out of birds. Be a Voqev cursed nuisance if I have to send a boat to get them back again. I be hoping to get this all over with right smart.”

 

“Well, that is certainly not going to happen,” said Logan. “Whatever amount of money is agreed on Hysleria will have to send to Aferraron to get it for he will certainly not have enough with him. That will take some time as well.”

 

“Unless he asks the Saamrat for aid,” said Autumn thoughtfully. “Mayhap she will give him whatever money is agreed and he can pay her later when it arrives from Aferraron.”

 

“I like how you think, Autumn,” said Tefkuu admiringly. “Reckon I might suggest that as well.” He rubbed his hands together gleefully. “All that lovely money and it be here sooner rather than later. Reckon I'll be sacrificing to Izmosic to smooth the path.”

 

“Who is Izmosic?” asked Autumn.

 

“Izmosic be our deity of ways and paths,” said Tefkuu. “Do you not know of It?”

 

“Ahh,” said Autumn. “It be named Chershoee where we come from but we do not sacrifice to It. Leastaways we did many summers past or so I am told, but no longer.”

 

“Likely that is why you both be here with me than the other way around,” said Tefkuu happily. “Not that anyone be paying a ransom for the likes of me, excepting maybe Ettairea and she not be paying out much.” He laughed. “Right, best I be getting message sent. Sooner it gets there the sooner all that delicious coin will be here and you both be going home.”

 

“Aye, 'tis something for us all to look forward to,” said Autumn.

 

Tefkuu beamed at her then turned and headed for his dwelling on the other side of the clearing.

 

“That was most unlike you,” remarked Logan.

 

“In what way?” asked Autumn, gazing thoughtfully after Tefkuu.

 

“I don't know,” said Logan, looking curiously at Autumn. “'Twas almost as if you were agreeing with him. Would it not have been better to try to persuade him to a lesser amount and not suggest that the Saamrat might help?”

 

“Perhaps,” said Autumn, “perhaps not. Is there any of the meat left from last night or did you finish it this morning?”

 

“Aye, a goodly amount,” said Logan, puzzled. “I had some, of course, but there is plenty left for you. Shall I fetch it?”

 

“That would be a kindness,” said Autumn.

 

Confused but always ready to help, Logan got up leisurely and went round the hut to fetch the remains of their evening meal. After a moment Autumn got up as well and followed him but veered away to talk to Naudec and Ghea. Ghea was dozing in the sun but Naudec was idly sharpening some arrow heads and chatting with a woman who had joined them.

 

“Is all well, Eashiqa?” he asked, looking up.

 

“All is well, Naudec,” said Autumn. “I merely wanted to tell you that Logan and myself are taking some food to Baeng and Pakam yonder. They have been working hard and doubtless feel in need of sustenance and a rest. If that sits well with you, of course.”

 

Logan emerged from the hut with the food and stood in the entrance watching her.

 

“Aye, that be well enough,” said Naudec. “Be you wanting us to come with you?”

 

“I see no need, Naudec,” said Autumn. “I venture none will disturb us for likely they will fear they will be asked to aid the building of the hut. You stay here and enjoy the day.” She smiled at Naudec's woman who smiled back and squeezed his knee.

 

“Aye, reckon you be right there,” chortled Naudec. “Just shout if you have need of us.”

 

“Of course,” said Autumn.

 

“What was all that about?” asked Logan quietly, falling in beside Autumn as she walked over to where Baeng and Pakam were.

 

“Just making sure those two are not alarmed and keep to themselves,” said Autumn, matching his quietness. “I desire to speak with Baeng without being disturbed.”

 

“What about?” asked Logan.

 

“Greetings, Baeng, Pakam,” said Autumn loudly. “You have been working hard and this dwelling progresses rapidly, does it not.”

 

“'S'pose,” said Baeng, scratching the back of his head. “Be a while yet though, I reckon.”

 

“And doubtless some food and a rest will aid you muchly,” said Autumn. “Come, let us sit with you for a time and share some food.”

 

“That be a right good idea, Autumn,” said Baeng, dropping his armful of sticks beside Pakam. “What say you, Pakam?”

 

“Food is always welcome,” said Pakam, “and rest also. This weaving of sticks be right hard work and my shoulders be paining me.”

 

“Then join us and rest a while,” said Autumn, sitting on the ground.

 

Logan sat beside her and Baeng and Pakam joined them.

 

“Logan, would you be so kind as to cut some meat for our friends?” asked Autumn.

 

“Of course,” said Logan surprised. He'd assumed they'd rip strips off as people usually did but he pulled out his knife nevertheless.

 

“We have had news which changes everything,” said Autumn quietly. “Please, eat as though this was just a friendly meal.”

 

“What news?” asked Baeng, acting casually although Pakam stared at Autumn in alarm. Logan handed him a strip of meat and he started then giggled guiltily before taking it.

 

“Tefkuu is asking for a ransom for us,” said Autumn, “and not an exchange as I had previously understood.”

 

“Oh,” said Baeng. He thought for a few moments while chewing. “What of it? I do not see it makes any difference.”

 

“It makes a world of difference, Baeng,” said Autumn, also taking a strip of meat from Logan.

 

“How so?” asked Baeng. “Ransom just be an exchange for money instead of people.”

 

“In the beginning,” said Autumn, “but the consequences are vastly different.”

 

“Mayhap I be stupid or something,” said Baeng, “but I do not follow.”

 

“'Tis all about suffering,” said Autumn. “As I understood things we were to be exchanged for some of Tefkuu's men who were to be executed so the exchange would have relieved their suffering and in no way added to ours so I was happy to go along with it. 'Tis not the same with a ransom, however.”

 

“I am still not following,” said Baeng, frowning. “Mayhap the one who pays the ransom suffers a little but it be only money. What of it?”

 

“This be a ransom for a Roinad,” said Autumn. “Tefkuu had a message from Hysleria agreeing to pay a ransom but saying it is too high and wanting to negotiate. Tefkuu is, as we speak, replying that the ransom is being doubled and he will send parts of me to Hysleria until the ransom is paid.”

 

“Ahh, now I get you,” said Baeng. “You do not want bits of you cut off. That I can understand.”

 

“Well, no,” said Autumn, “but that is beside the point. I do not know the amount being demanded but I fancy it is very high. Where will this money come from?”

 

“Oh the likes of Hysleria will be able to afford it,” said Baeng.

 

“Perhaps,” said Autumn, “but do you really think he will use his own money even if he can afford it?”

 

“Oh!” exclaimed Logan, suddenly realising Autumn's meaning. “You think he will raise taxes in Aferraron?”

 

“Undoubtedly,” said Autumn. “And taxes there are already high for have we not heard many people complain on our travels? Likely there will be much suffering if taxes are increased to pay for your ransom.”

 

“Which is not good,” said Logan, pursing his lips.

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “So, we have gone from a situation where the suffering of those to be executed is relieved to a situation where all in Aferraron suffer with higher taxes. Likely hunger will increase and dwellings not repaired for lack of money.”

 

“To say nothing of you being cut into pieces,” said Baeng, frowning at Autumn. 

 

“That is unlikely,” said Autumn, “for I will not permit harm to come to either Logan or myself. There is, however, more.”

 

“Who else will suffer?” asked Pakam nervously. “I do not see that cutting me into little pieces will help anything.”

 

“Likely not,” said Autumn, “but it would seem fairly certain that Hysleria will not have enough money with him and the raising of the ransom through taxes will take some time. Tefkuu, moreover, is not a patient man and he desires the money sooner rather than later. That is why he proposes sending Hysleria parts of me to encourage Hysleria to be speedy. When there is nothing left of me to send he proposes to send parts of Logan instead.”

 

“Now that is not right!” exclaimed Baeng. “Cutting up our Roinad indeed!”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “It may therefore be the case that Hysleria requests aid from the Saamrat in paying the ransom.”

 

“So there would be an increase in taxes in Sassese'lte as well?” asked Baeng.

 

“Perhaps,” said Autumn, “but that is not my main concern. Doubtless Hysleria will agree to repay the ransom money to the Saamrat but that will take time. It is, however, possible that Hysleria may never repay the Saamrat or take too long in doing so.”

 

“Which could mean war,” said Baeng.

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “So what began as a simple exchange of people has become a ransom for a Roinad and, because such a ransom will not be small, it could end up with much suffering of the people of Aferraron and conceivably even war between Aferraron and Sassese'lte which would increase suffering even more.”

 

“A thought has occurred to me,” said Logan, frowning. “Likely it is a stupid one, though.”

 

“Your thoughts are never stupid, Logan,” said Autumn. “Tell us.”

 

“Well, Tefkuu is from Sassese'lte, is he not?” asked Logan.

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “Nesm, he said. What of it?”

 

“Well, umm, since he be from Sassese'lte mayhap Hysleria will say this is all the fault of Sassese'lte and expect the Saamrat to pay the ransom,” said Logan. “I know he has agreed to the ransom as an idea but he may only be saying that to start negotiations.”

 

“You think that likely?” asked Autumn. “You are the Roinad of Aferraron, after all, not Sassese'lte.”

 

“Very likely,” said Baeng. “People like Hysleria will always try to find a reason for someone else to pay instead of them.”

 

“Which doubtless increases the chances of war,” said Autumn, frowning. “Still, this is all mostly speculation but do you see what I mean? We have gone from reducing the suffering of a few to increasing the suffering of many, perhaps even all in Aferraron and Sassese'lte.”

 

“Aye, I understand now you have explained it,” said Baeng, “but what can we do about it?”

 

“You asked us what our plans were last night,” said Autumn. “My thinking was that an exchange would reduce suffering so I saw no need to do anything save wait for the exchange to be agreed. That has now changed and 'tis my desire to leave this place and return to Tafa'ul before this ransom is agreed and thereby prevent much suffering.”

 

“You mean escape?” asked Baeng, a little confused.

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “This demanding of a ransom has changed everything.”

 

“That is good news indeed,” exclaimed Baeng, thumping his fist on the ground. “I don't mind admitting I found it right frustrating that these vermin be allowed to get away with it.”

 

“Stay quiet,” cautioned Autumn, glancing around. “We do not want any thinking we are plotting.”

 

“Ahh!” said Logan. “So that is why we brought food to Baeng and Pakam! I did wonder.”

 

“Is this your desire also, Logan?” asked Baeng. “Autumn be saying all these things but you are the Roinad. 'Tis your decision.”

 

“Aye,” said Logan. “Autumn speaks for me although I am less concerned about raising taxes in Aferraron than I am about her being cut into pieces and sent to Hysleria.”

 

“That will not happen, Logan,” said Autumn firmly. “I will not permit it.”

 

“It might,” said Logan. “I know you. You will allow yourself to be cut into a thousand pieces if it will prevent injury to me. Don't try to deny it.”

 

“Ahh, you have bested me once again, Logan the Insightful,” said Autumn, putting her hand on his arm. “Yes, I would permit such a thing if it would guarantee your safety and there was no alternative.”

 

“You see?” asked Logan of Baeng. “I cannot allow that. What is your plan?”

 

“Would that even one of my crew had such loyalty to me,” said Baeng, admiringly. “How do you do that?”

 

“Simply by being Logan,” said Autumn with a smile. “Now, to business. You are certain you can find your way to the ship?”

 

“Aye, fairly certain,” said Baeng, “but I cannot make definite promises. As you said, they may have moved the ship after we were taken from it. Besides, …” and he ground to a halt.

 

“Besides?” asked Autumn.

 

“I wager it would not be the best of ideas,” said Baeng. “That will be the obvious place for us to head for when Tefkuu discovers we are gone he will head there directly. Since they know this land and where the ship is they will be faster than us and likely will catch us. 'Tis not impossible that they have holed the ship to prevent it being taken or removed the sails to another place.”

 

“So you are saying that is a bad idea?” asked Logan.

 

“Not really,” said Baeng. “We can repair the ship if it has been holed and we do not need sails to get out to sea but I am unwilling to put the life of the Roinad at risk. Doubtless you, Autumn, will do all you can to protect him but it may not be enough.”

 

“Forgive me for thinking bad thoughts,” said Pakam, “but if the Roinad were to die then wouldn't all this talk of taxes and suffering cease to matter?”

 

“You have lead a sheltered life, haven't you,” said Baeng, sarcastically. “Stick to your scissors and needles.”

 

“What do you mean by that?” demanded Pakam angrily. “Just because I am not a man of the sea does not mean I know nothing!”

 

“Then think on this,” said Baeng. “If the Roinad should die but no one tells Hysleria what will happen?”

 

“Oh,” said Pakam ruefully. “I did not think of that.”

 

“What will happen?” asked Logan, “not that I want to die, of course.”

 

“He will still have to find the ransom as he will believe you to still be alive,” said Autumn. “Your death will not actually change anything, beyond leaving my life bereft.”

 

“Ahh,” said Logan. “Can we change the subject?”

 

“Here be what I think best,” said Baeng. “Me and my men will create a diversion and make Tefkuu think we have headed north to Deel for it is a little closer than Tafa'ul. Mayhap I can even leave a few hints before we go. Then we will head to the ship and, with Aloidia's aid, Tefkuu and his lads be going the wrong way. Meantime you two head south for Tefkuu will assume you both be with us.”

 

“Is that not overly dangerous for you and your men?” asked Autumn.

 

“Aye, 'tis a risk I admit,” said Baeng, “but we were caught unprepared when they took the ship and this time I guarantee we will not be unprepared. My lads be spoiling for a decent fight for they took it right badly last time. Most important thing is that the Roinad and you, Autumn, get away safely. If you head south a bit so you be away from here then head east you'll find the coast. Once there follow it to the south. When we sailed up the coast I saw a village a little way before the start of this forest so you head there. When we get back to the ship we will also head there and meet you in a day or two then we can all sail happily back to Tafa'ul with the Roinad alive and well.”

 

“'Tis a plan,” said Autumn. “It has its rough points however. How long do we wait for you in this village?”

 

“No more than two nights,” said Baeng. “If we be not there by then then we ain't never going to be there but two nights should be enough to make any repairs. 'Tisn't like they're going to have done overly much damage for they be wanting to sell the ship as a ship, not as firewood and there still be the cargo on board which will have to be taken somewhere to be sold as well.”

 

“Fair enough,” said Autumn. “Do you know the name of this village? 'Twould be absurd if we went to one village and you to another.”

 

“Aye, it would be,” said Baeng. “Can't rightly say as I know its name but it be at the tip of a big promontory with bays either side and not far from the beginnings of the trees. If we don't turn up then likely you'll be able to find a boat to take you to Tafa'ul or you can walk.”

 

“I confess I am not happy about leaving you and your men to face all of Tefkuu's men on your own,” said Autumn.

 

“Reckon it probably won't come to that,” said Baeng. “With Aloidia's aid they'll believe we went north and we'll be gone before they think otherwise. Besides, I know you be the Roinad's Apiakun but I wager not even you can best forty or fifty pirates.”

 

“Of course she ..!” started Logan but Autumn held up her hand and stopped him.

 

“It is actually not as difficult as you may think,” she said. “'Tis not possible for more than four or five to attack me at the same time for there simply isn't room around me. Granted others will take the place of those who fall but the prospect of fifty does not overwhelm me.”

 

“And what if they have bows and arrows?” asked Baeng. “I doubt even you could dodge fifty arrows flying towards you at the same time.”

 

“Perhaps you have a point there,” said Autumn thoughtfully. “But with you and your men as well the prospect is much improved, is it not?”

 

“Aye,” said Baeng, “and I would like it greatly to have an Apiakun with us but your duty lies to your Roinad, not us.”

 

“This does not sit well with me,” said Autumn, frowning, “but I cannot immediately see a way around your logic.”

 

“Good,” said Baeng, “then we are agreed. All that remains is to decide whether to begin this in full daylight, while Tefkuu and his band are at their evening meals or in the night.”

 

“I wager daylight would be best,” said Autumn. “'Twould be easier to follow the streams through the marshes.”

 

“Aye, but we were blindfolded when we arrived,” said Baeng. “Makes no difference if it is light or not in finding my way back.”

 

“And what of me?” interrupted Pakam. “Who do I go with?”

 

“Aye, what of you?” said Baeng, twisting to look at him. “Doubt you'll be of little use in a fight save to stab someone in the foot with a needle when they trip over you. You be a problem, all right.”

 




Chapter Seventeen

 

“'Tis nearly done,” said Logan, poking the rabbit that was roasting over their fire.

 

“Good,” said Autumn, watching two women approach from the other side of the village. “You think they bring us more food?”

 

“We can always hope,” said Logan, pulling off a strip of rabbit meat to taste. “Would be easier if we can take food with us. Ahh, this is a fine rabbit and no mistake.” 

 

“They be going to see Ghea and Naudec, I fancy,” said Autumn as the women's direction became more apparent. She glanced over to where their guards sat and noted they too were watching the women approach. Ghea said something to Naudec and both laughed. Then Naudec glanced over and saw Autumn watching him. He nodded and smiled but didn't get up.

 

“They would seem less watchful than earlier,” said Autumn quietly. “That is good.”

 

“And with Aloidia's aid that jug contains more than water,” said Logan softly, watching the women.

 

Pakam rejoined them from the bushes and dropped dispiritedly to the ground the other side of their fire.

 

“'Tis nearly ready,” said Logan. “Would you like a taste?”

 

“I cannot eat,” muttered Pakam. “My belly is in turmoil.”

 

“You are unwell?” asked Autumn, getting up and going round the fire to look more closely at him. “I have noticed you go to the bushes more often than would seem usual.”

 

“And how is it neither of you do?” asked Pakam. “Are you not worried about …?” and he flicked his hand a little.

 

“What is there to worry about?” asked Autumn, squatting beside him. She noted his face was a little pale and there was a tic at the edge of his left eye. She lowered her voice. “Either our venture will succeed or fail but if it should fail the consequences will be small for there is too much at stake for Tefkuu to do more than increase the number of people watching us. Have no fear.”

 

“Aye, for the Roinad, mayhap,” said Pakam quietly, “and you, like as not, but me? I am of no worth for who will pay a ransom for a mere tailor?”

 

“Doubtless your brother Tabac,” said Autumn. “Is it not so that there is a powerful bond between twins?”

 

“That there is,” said Pakam, “but whether it will stand the test of Tabac having to empty his pockets to get me back is no little question and one I have not the answer for.”

 

“Well, I do not know your brother so I cannot say with any certainty what he will do,” said Autumn, “but for certain you will not be harmed.”

 

“How can you be certain?” asked Pakam nervously. “That sod be threatening to cut you and Logan into little pieces so he will have no qualms about butchering me first.”

 

“That would serve no purpose,” said Logan, joining them. He had a rabbit haunch in his hand and held it out to Pakam. “Here, eat this. Even if it does not calm your belly it will feed you for the night ahead.”

 

Pakam just stared at the haunch as it dripped juices onto the ground.

 

“Mayhap they even be eating me,” he whispered, his voice quivering. “Oh Voqev! Would that I were back with my needles and cloth and not in this Sploop cursed place.” Something in the distance howled and he jerked in panic.

 

“Calm yourself,” said Autumn, putting her hand on his arm. “'Tis just a beast of the forest. Tefkuu only said those things to frighten Hysleria. He will not harm any of us.”

 

“Eat,” said Logan, waggling the rabbit haunch in front of Pakam. “'Twill help with your nerves.”

 

Pakam slowly took the haunch, his hand trembling. He sat for a few moments then pulled off the smallest of morsels. He put it to his lips then twisted round and retched.

 

“I cannot,” he whispered. “Just the smell …”

 

Autumn gently waved Logan away so he went back to where he was sitting and started to eat the haunch himself. He was anxious as well but his faith in Autumn was vastly greater than that of Pakam's for Pakam knew little of Autumn's skills. Nor Logan's, come to that, not that Logan put much faith in himself.

 

“Come,” said Autumn, putting her hand on Pakam's shoulder. “Sit yourself comfortably and close your eyes.”

 

“Why?” asked Pakam, opening them wider.

 

“'Twill make it easier,” said Autumn, “and help to sooth your mind. Shut your eyes and put your hands together in your lap. Come, trust me on this.”

 

“How will it help?” asked Pakam, resolutely not even blinking. “I won't be able to see!”

 

“That is the entire point,” said Autumn calmly. “Close off what is around you and concentrate your mind on repeating 'there is nothing to fear' over and over in your head.”

 

“But there is everything to fear!” exclaimed Pakam, looking around anxiously. 

 

The two women were now sitting with Ghea and Naudec and all four were eating and passing the jug around. They seemed happy although their fire was not strong enough to light them fully in the gloom of dusk. For certain though they were not paying Autumn's group any attention, seemingly more intent on their own discussions which prompted occasional snorts of laughter.

 

“Try it,” said Autumn encouragingly. “'Tis something I do when I am afraid.”

 

Logan laughed to himself as he munched. Autumn was afraid of nothing!

 

“And if nothing else,” continued Autumn, “it will give you something to do while we wait.”

 

“Oh Voqev,” moaned Pakam.

 

“Try,” said Autumn. “'Tis a little exercise to help ease your mind, nothing more.”

 

“What is?” asked Tefkuu, emerging into the light of their fire.

 

“Ahh, greetings, Tefkuu,” said Autumn as Pakam let out a little squawk of fear. “You are well?”

 

“I am, Autumn,” said Tefkuu. “Greetings also, Logan Roinad. I am just doing my rounds to check all is well before going to bed. Is all well?”

 

“Aye, everything is well, Tefkuu,” said Logan. “I must say you have exceptionally fine rabbits in these parts.”

 

“'Tis the lushness of the vegetation,” said Tefkuu, looking down at Pakam who was trying to make himself small and insignificant. “It makes them fat and easy to catch. What ails this one?”

 

“Alas the rabbit does not agree with him,” said Autumn. “One taste made him sick.”

 

“How so?” said Tefkuu frowning. “Surely the rabbit is not diseased? My Ettairea gutted and skinned it herself and she did not see anything untoward.”

 

“I fancy Pakam is more used to the foods of the city,” said Autumn. “Like as not he has never had fresh rabbit roasted over an open fire before.”

 

“So what do they eat in the city then?” asked Tefkuu.

 

“Delicacies beyond number,” said Autumn. “Simple foods such as rabbit and roots are passed over in favour of pastries, custards and jellies.”

 

“Pah!” exclaimed Tefkuu and ripped the other back leg off the rabbit on the spit. “Here, man, get this in your gullet and put aside your fancy foods. Get some real food inside you!” He thrust the leg at Pakam. “Get some hair on your chest and muscles on your bones!”

 

“Aye, sir,” muttered Pakam, taking the leg. His hand shook so badly that he dropped it. He snatched it up and stuffed it, liberally coated with bits of grass and dirt, into his mouth. Tefkuu laughed.

 

“And best you be getting used to it,” he said. “'Twill be a time before you get back to your pastries.”

 

“Hysleria has not yet replied to your message?” asked Autumn.

 

“Oh, these things do not happen quickly,” said Tefkuu. “The qiadem likely won't arrive until late tomorrow and it be three days at least before any reply comes and likely longer for your Hysleria will doubtless spend much time considering before replying.”

 

“Forgive me,” said Autumn. “For some reason I had thought the bird would arrive only moments after leaving here which was most foolish of me. 'Tis a long way and the bird is just a bird.”

 

“If I may ask,” said Logan, “what if the bird is caught on the way? I know little of Sassese'lte but doubtless there are hawks and the like.”

 

“Aye, right enough,” said Tefkuu. “That is why I be sending another a bit later with the same message. 'Tis a troublesome way of talking.”

 

“Would it not be easier to send one of your people to do the negotiating?” asked Autumn.

 

“Easier but pointless,” said Tefkuu. “'Tis not unknown for the bearers of bad news to be killed and their heads sent back.” Pakam groaned at the thought but started chewing vigorously when Tefkuu looked down at him again. “Least this way 'tis only a bird or two.” He laughed and spat over Pakam's head.

 

“That would seem a foolish thing to do,” said Autumn.

 

“Mayhap but that be the way it is,” said Tefkuu. “One day, perhaps, someone will think up a way to send messages quickly without losing the messenger but I wager that day is some way off. Qiadems be best we have for now. So, all be well with you both, even if this 'un be off his food?”

 

“Yes, all is well with us,” said Autumn. “I trust you sleep well and I look forward to renewing our conversations in the morning.”

 

“As do I,” said Tefkuu, looking over at Ghea and Naudec. “Them two treating you right, are they?”

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn. “We have no complaints.”

 

“Good,” said Tefkuu. He hesitated for a heartbeat or two then walked over to speak with Naudec and Ghea. Sharp words were exchanged then the two women got up and left. Tefkuu turned to look back at Autumn and Logan then slowly walked off towards his own dwelling.

 

“Looks like everyone is beginning to settle down for the night,” remarked Logan quietly.

 

“Aye,” said Autumn softly. She looked around. “I wager we not be waiting too much longer for Baeng's signal. Now, Pakam, let us try that relaxation method again, shall we?”

 

* * *

 

It was full dark when the signal came although the pale light of newly risen Plakill cast a faint silver grey that would brighten when Plifal also rose. The fire glow from inside dwellings had died down and the occasional snore drifted across to where Autumn and Logan sat. Pakam, lulled at last by Autumn's efforts, had drifted into a fitful doze. He whimpered every now and then and his legs twitched like a dreaming dog's. Logan, anxious in spite of his faith in Autumn but with nowhere near the intensity of Pakam's anxieties, sat with his back to the outer wall of their dwelling. His staff lay beside him and his blanket roll, their coins and rings now in Tefkuu's possession, was within arms reach. Every now and then he, too, had dozed off but jerked awake again moments later. 

 

Autumn, however, was wide awake. She sat, cross legged as always, facing the dwelling that Baeng and Pakam had finished building while Astauand was still high in the sky. As the village quietened down she had noted several shadowy figures creep around and between other dwellings as Baeng's men slowly and cautiously regrouped. Twice someone had walked around the village behind the dwellings, the first time Merses, the second Kashtes, but as yet none of the shadowy figures had been spotted for they merged with the ground at the slightest sound. Only Autumn's eyes, and perhaps those of Baeng, saw their movement.

 

Off to her right either Naudec or Ghea stirred then got up. He groaned and stretched then, watched by Autumn, stumbled over to the edge of the stream to add to its flow before returning to the warmth of his blankets. The other man rolled over and grunted several times but did not wake. Their fire was but faintly glowing embers.

 

Autumn's eyes snapped back to Baeng's fire as an owl hooted. She stiffened very slightly, waiting for another hoot then eased as it came again. A burning brand from the fire was lifted up, moved in a small circle then put back in the fire. The signal had been given.

 

Autumn remained seated but alertly watchful, her eyes, ears, nose and skin all reaching out for a sense of anything untoward. There was nothing. The hooting of the owl and the moving of the flame had not drawn any attention unless, by some misfortune, someone had noticed and was even now watching to see what they had meant. Not entirely reassured but aware that action was needed, Autumn reached out to their fire and grasped a stick that protruded, ready for her touch. She lifted it and slowly moved its glowing end from side to side, once only in each direction. There was a sudden hush as though the forest around them had been waiting for this moment then a shadowy figure rose from the ground near Baeng's fire and hastened away, keeping low to the ground. Autumn waited until another had done likewise then silently got to her feet.

 

“It is time,” she whispered in Logan's ear, her hand over his mouth. She felt him nod and removed her hand. She did the same with Pakam as Logan retrieved his staff and blanket roll and Pakam gave a throaty sob. Autumn and Logan both froze and looked around. Likely neither Ghea or Naudec had heard but sounds carry far in the dead of night. Then again, sobs in the night were not unknown in this pirate village.

 

Reassured, Autumn tapped Logan gently on his shoulder and he reached for Pakam's hand. Pakam was a stranger to forests and woodlands and they had already agreed it would be best if he stayed close to Logan. With great reluctance Pakam got to his feet, his legs weak with apprehension and tension.

 

“Come,” whispered Logan. 

 

“Oh Voqev,” muttered Pakam and Logan clamped his hand over his mouth.

 

“Be silent!” he breathed into Pakam's ear.

 

Pakam drew in a deep breath then went where Logan's hand pulled him. Autumn slipped on her pack and picked up her staff before following, stepping backwards so she could see all the village. Another shadow rose from Baeng's, likely the last and Baeng himself. The shadow followed the others. They were making for the stream that Baeng believed they had followed to reach the village.

 

“I wish you all good fortune,” mouthed Autumn as she reached the back corner of their dwelling. She paused and explored the village one last time with her eyes and ears then turned to follow Logan and Pakam.

 

They had already been swallowed by the the darkness among the trees that ran along both sides of the small stream but Autumn could hear their faint sounds as they slowly made their way along. A rustle of leaves, a snapping of a twig, small sounds but not unusual in a forest that teemed with creatures of the night. None of the sounds, save that of Pakam's ragged breathing, were out of place and his breathing was faint, doubtless because Logan had made him put his hand over his mouth.

 

Then, without warning, those sounds vanished from the night. Other sounds from elsewhere in the forest continued but those on which Autumn was focused had ceased. She paused, every sense alert, aware of Pakam's lingering odour. Two heartbeats passed, then another two then there was the faintest of taps, much like that of a staff on a branch. Then again.

 

“Logan?” breathed Autumn, barely louder than the quiet murmur of the stream.

 

“Here,” breathed Logan, almost as quietly. “We are at the stone.”

 

Autumn stepped forward a short pace, putting her foot down carefully. Another step then she reached out. A third step and she felt the warm roughness of Logan's tunic and his sudden stiffening. 

 

“'Tis me,” whispered Autumn. “No one is following.”

 

“Good,” whispered Logan. He tapped Pakam's hand, the one that covered his mouth, and Pakam dropped it, only to suck in a raspy breath.

 

“Shh!” hissed Logan, slightly louder than Pakam had been.

 

“I fancy they cannot hear us whisper,” whispered Autumn, “but 'tis best to stay as silent as possible. Where is the stone?”

 

“Here,” whispered Logan, tapping it once, very gently, with his staff.

 

The stream was too wide to simply step across, although an easy jump for her and a reasonable jump for Logan. Pakam, on the other hand, could not be trusted not to fall in if he tried to jump and would likely scream when that happened. Autumn had anticipated this and had explored downstream after making their plans with Baeng. The stone was broad, fairly flat and did not wobble overly much when stepped on.

 

Autumn stepped onto the stone, testing its balance in case the ever flowing stream had changed it in some way. It was much as before so she stepped onto the other bank and turned to catch Pakam should the need arise. Logan stepped onto the stone and held out his hand for Pakam.

 

“One long step forward,” he whispered.

 

“I cannot see the stone,” muttered Pakam.

 

“Take my hand,” whispered Logan. “I'll pull you over.”

 

“Sploop,” muttered Pakam, reaching out for Logan's hand. He found it and grasped it tightly.

 

“Come on,” whispered Logan urgently. 

 

Pakam took a deep breath and stepped blindly forward. To his relief he felt the hardness of the stone beneath his outstretched foot then a yank as Logan dragged him onto the stone.

 

“Now take Autumn's hand,” whispered Logan. “She'll pull you across to the other side.”

 

Again Pakam nervously groped in the darkness and Autumn grabbed his hand. Without waiting for him to ready himself she pulled hard and Pakam crashed into her.

 

“You're safe,” she whispered. “Come, Logan.”

 

Nimbly, Logan stepped onto the other bank. His foot caught on a protruding tree root and he stumbled forward, knocking into Pakam. Pakam gasped but stayed on his feet.

 

“Sorry,” muttered Logan, “I caught my foot.”

 

“Are you hurt?” asked Autumn.

 

“No,” said Logan. 

 

“That is most excellent news,” said Tefkuu. There was a spark as a tinder was struck then an oil-soaked torch flared up, momentarily blinding Autumn. “Damaged goods be not fetching as much at market.” He laughed.

 




Chapter Eighteen

 

“Uh, uh, uh,” admonished Tefkuu, holding up his hand as Autumn tensed. “Look over yonder.”

 

Autumn looked over to where Pakam was firmly in the grasp of a man she'd not seen before. There was a knife at his throat which glinted dully in the light from the torch.

 

“I know something of your skills, Eashiqa,” said Tefkuu, staying well away from Autumn. “One false move from you and the little man dies. Do you understand me?”

 

“Aye, Tefkuu, I understand you well enough,” said Autumn. She noted that although two men had their swords drawn and pointed at Logan they also hung back, presumably to threaten but without the risk of injuring him. Two more stood a little to one side of Tefkuu, one dangling a metal chain from his hand.

 

“Good,” said Tefkuu. “Place your staff slowly on the ground. You too, lad.”

 

Autumn slowly placed her staff down and noted Logan did the same.

 

“Aice, bind her arms behind her back,” said Tefkuu. “Use the chain for this little one can break a rope.”

 

Aice stepped forward, the chain swinging gently, and Autumn stepped backwards into the stream, dropping into her defensive posture. Pakam cried out in pain.

 

“Let that be a warning,” said Tefkuu. “Another move and his blood will sully the water. Get back on the bank and turn around.”

 

“Autu …” choked Pakam but the man behind him tightened his grip on his throat.

 

“Very well,” said Autumn, straightening. She stepped out of the water and turned her back on Tefkuu. Aice roughly pulled both her arms back and looped the chain above her elbows. The other man stepped over and fitted a bolt to the chain.

 

“And her feet,” said Tefkuu. “Leave enough slack so she can hobble but not walk.”

 

Aice pulled the chain downwards, forcing Autumn to arch backwards then knelt to fit the chain around her ankle. The other man fitted another bolt then they did the same with her other ankle.

 

“You came prepared then, Tefkuu,” said Autumn as they roughly spun her round to face him again.

 

“Aye,” said Tefkuu, only now stepping forward from between the trees. “You must think me a fool, eh, Autumn.”

 

“Never have I thought you a fool,” said Autumn. “Misguided, perhaps, but not a fool.”

 

“Oh, Autumn, Autumn,” said Tefkuu. “I have been expecting your attempt to escape since we landed. Did you really think Baeng's hints of going north to Deel would mislead me? South was the only way you could go for you had no hope of finding the ship and to the west lies nothing but forest. That way would serve no purpose. You were seen exploring this stream so this rock was most likely where you would cross. Where are Baeng and his men?”

 

“I do not know,” said Autumn.

 

“No matter, we will find them,” said Tefkuu. “'Tis the Roinad who is important and we have him back. A few sailors are of no consequence. Right, Uzwad, bind the lad but be gentle with him. Don't want him hurt, do we.”

 

One of the men pointing a sword at Logan sheathed it and took a coil of cord from under his jerkin. He deftly bound Logan's hands, leaving sufficient length to act as a leash.

 

“And that one,” said Tefkuu, nodding at Pakam.

 

The man gripping Pakam released his grip and Pakam dropped to his knees. The man stuck his knife in his belt and grabbed a handful of Pakam's hair, pulling his head back so Uzwad could tie his hands. Pakam moaned just as Autumn spun round and snapped the chain binding her ankles. In the same movement she somersaulted forward and kicked out at the man behind Pakam, catching his shoulder. The loose chain slashed across his face, breaking his nose and ripping his cheek. She landed heavily on her back but rolled and rammed her arms forward so the chain behind her back snapped again then jumped to her feet.

 

Logan, anticipating Autumn doing something, lurched sideways and snatched up his staff. The man with the sword was slower to react as he had relaxed but he managed to get the sword part way up before Logan's staff knocked it from his hand. He jumped on Logan just as Uzwad got Autumn's foot in his belly. Uzwad crashed back into a tree and clung to it, dazed.

 

“Fools!” shouted Tefkuu, throwing down the torch and drawing his sword. “Get that bitch!”

 

Aice and the other man jumped forward and Autumn spun and kicked out at the other man. Her foot caught him in the throat and the length of chain lashed behind his head and wrapped itself around his shoulders. Autumn fell to the ground but managed to get her other leg round and kicked Aice between his legs as he slashed his sword down. It passed through her and thumped harmlessly on the ground as he doubled up in agony.15

 She reached down and yanked hard on the chain around her ankle. The man spun as the chain unwrapped and crashed headlong into a tree. Paying him no heed, Autumn jumped to her feet, grabbed the man wrestling with Logan and hurled him bodily into the stream. Without pausing to see where he landed she spun around, her eyes searching for Tefkuu. The man scrambled out the other side then collapsed on the bank, blood streaming from where his head had hit a rock.

 

Tefkuu dodged behind a tree and slashed wildly at Autumn, missing by more than an arm's length. She leapt forward and tried to reach him behind the tree but Logan had inadvertently knelt on the length of chain still bolted to her ankle as he tried to get up. She fell forward, crashing against the tree, and Logan was jerked backwards. Undeterred, Autumn pushed herself away from the tree trunk and lunged behind but Tefkuu had gone. He was already some way distant, crashing through the undergrowth.

 

“Mizule, that hurt,” said Autumn, emerging from behind the tree and massaging her shoulder. “Logan, are you …” She broke off and snatched up the still burning torch and threw it in the stream. It hissed and spluttered before going out as it floated downstream. A handful of burning leaves followed it then Autumn stamped her foot on the remaining embers.

 

“Good thinking,” said Logan, getting up. “Are you hurt, Autumn?”

 

“I will live,” said Autumn, rotating her shoulder several times and rubbing it. “Are you injured?”

 

“I landed on a sharp stick or a stone or something,” said Logan, rubbing his backside as best he could with his hands bound. “I don't think I'm bleeding but there is a rent in my tunic. I can feel it.”

 

“Tunics can be repaired,” said Autumn, untying the cord around Logan's wrists. “Pakam, are you well?”

 

There was no reply.

 

“Pakam?” said Autumn, a touch of urgency in her voice. “Pakam, where are you?”

 

“Fiau,” said Logan. “Can we have some light?”

 

There was a sudden movement as Uzwad leapt to his feet and disappeared amongst the trees.

 

“Let him go,” said Autumn, picking up Fiau. “We must find Pakam and attend to the others.”

 

“I'm here,” muttered Pakam, peeking out from behind the bush where he'd crawled when the man behind him had collapsed. “Is it all over?”

 

“Are you hurt?” demanded Autumn, striding over. The chain clanked behind her so she stopped and broke it free.

 

“My throat is cut,” sniffled Pakam.

 

“Show me,” said Autumn, holding Fiau close to his head. “Ahh, 'tis just a nick and clotting already. Anywhere else?”

 

“Is not a bloodied throat enough for you?” exclaimed Pakam, his courage returning now the danger was passed.

 

“That is a no, then, I take it,” said Autumn. “Stay here while I attend the others' injuries.”

 

“Attend their injuries?” asked Pakam in surprise. “Are you not going to slit their throats?”

 

“No,” said Autumn. “That is not my way.”

 

“Autumn, were there not six who surprised us?” asked Logan. “Tefkuu and five others?”

 

“Aye, there were,” said Autumn, abandoning Pakam. “Why?”

 

“I heard Tefkuu and another run off,” said Logan, “and there is one over there moaning, one bleeding here and another unconscious which makes only five. I cannot find the sixth.”

 

“Mayhap he ran off as well,” said Autumn. “Where is the one bleeding?”

 

“The other side of the tree beside you,” said Logan. “Best I can tell in the dark is his face be missing.”

 

“Vallume, that is not good,” exclaimed Autumn, hastening around the tree. “Hold Fiau for me.”

 

The man sucked in a sobbing breath as Autumn prised his hands away and studied his face.

 

“There is a lot of blood,” she said. “His nose is broken and his face looks like it has been trampled by a horse. He will live but I fancy his looks have not been improved. Logan, bind his head with some cloth while I check the others. We cannot waste time for I fear Tefkuu will return shortly.”

 

“Then let us leave now,” said Logan. “If he returns here he can look after his men and if he does not, well, we are not far from their village. Doubtless they can make their way back there easily enough.”

 

“Oh Vallume, that is an ill choice,” exclaimed Autumn, staring down at the man's bloodied face. “It goes against my nature to abandon any in need of my aid but you have a point, Logan.”

 

“They attacked us,” said Pakam. “What right have they to any aid from us?”

 

“They have the same right as any who suffer,” retorted Autumn, “especially as their suffering stems largely from my hand. 'Tis my duty to help where I can.”

 

“Kill them then,” said Pakam. “End their suffering once and for all.”

 

“Absolutely not,” said Autumn. “I will not countenance their killing.”

 

“Then you are a fool,” exclaimed Pakam. “You put us all in danger with your blatherings, you stupid woman!”

 

“Oh be silent!” cried Logan, angry with Pakam's attitude. “If it was not for Autumn you would be dead now! Show some gratitude for that at least even if you cannot raise any sympathy for those who are hurt.”

 

“My apologies, my Lord,” said Pakam obsequiously. “'Tis the shock of what has just happened. I knew not what I was saying.”

 

“Your thoughts, Logan?” asked Autumn, squashing her dislike of Pakam.

 

“I think this one should apologise to you,” said Logan, staring at Pakam.

 

“My humblest apologies, Lady,” said Pakam, getting down on one knee.

 

“Oh get up,” said Autumn. “I think you are right, Logan. Tefkuu will return shortly and if we are still here then many more will be injured. 'Tis best we leave now, I think. I trust Tefkuu will give aid to these here and not leave them to die.”

 

“Doubtless,” said Logan, “or their women and friends will. In fact I think I can hear shouts from the village.”

 

Autumn cocked her head and listened for a few moments.

 

“Aye, you are right,” she said. “The decision is made. Come. Put out Fiau and let us be off.”

 

* * *

 

“I have heard nothing behind us for some time,” said Autumn, pausing when they came across a stream. “Have you, Logan?”

 

It was difficult to tell in the darkness but something about the stream suggested it was wider than the others they'd crossed so far. Certainly the ground at the edge was very muddy and swamp like. Perhaps it was the lack of the sound of flowing water that suggested it was wide and shallow rather than narrow and deep.

 

“Only him,” said Logan, as Pakam stumbled through the undergrowth a little way back. “'Tis difficult to hear anything else.”

 

“Do not be so harsh,” said Autumn. “This is not his world. As you are confused and fearful in the world of the Roinad, he is confused and fearful here.”

 

“Aye, I suppose so,” said Logan, “but I will never forgive him for insulting you.”

 

“That is your choice, Logan,” said Autumn, “but likely it was not intended as an insult. I fancy he was only expressing some of the views held in the world he is used to.”

 

“Perhaps,” said Logan. “I don't imagine Hysleria would have bothered with aiding any of his injured enemies. Like as not he'd have had them killed as well. Still, as Apiakun to the Roinad Pakam should give you the greatest respect in that world and this. Aye, mayhap even more respect in this world for the dangers here are greater.”

 

“Perhaps, perhaps not,” said Autumn. “We know little of the world of the Roinad so perhaps there may be dangers there that we know nothing of. Do you not recall that Obvia Vasagle was poisoned by her cook?16

 That, at least, is not something we have to fear.”

 

“True,” said Logan. “And you are right about the noises. Do you think they have given up?”

 

“I doubt it,” said Autumn. “You are too big a prize to be abandoned lightly. If they have given up I venture it is simply to regroup and to think of a better way to find and recapture us.”

 

“Oh,” said Logan flatly. “So what shall we do?”

 

“Rest for a time, I think,” said Autumn as Pakam broke through the undergrowth to join them. He was out of breath and wheezing a little.

 

“Rest!” he exclaimed and slumped to the ground.

 

“For a time,” said Autumn. “Astauand will rise soon and with Chershoee's aid we will leave this forest. Then we have to make our way east to the sea then south to find the village Baeng spoke of. All being well Baeng will meet us there and we can return by ship to Tafa'ul but if not we will have to walk.”

 

“I was thinking,” said Logan. “Umm, do we really have to go back to Tafa'ul? When Hysleria does not get a reply from Tefkuu about my return will he not assume I am dead and move to find a replacement?”

 

“Perhaps in time, I think,” said Autumn, “but will not Tefkuu continue with the ransom even though you are gone? He is a thinking man so doubtless he will think that he will be able to keep up the pretence and get the money anyway. The only way to stop Hysleria agreeing an amount and taxing the people to raise it is for you to return to Tafa'ul and show you are no longer a captive.”

 

“I was afraid you'd say that,” said Logan. “Oh well.”

 

“And besides, you are forgetting this Treaty,” said Autumn. “Once returned you can sign the Treaty and no longer have that hanging over you.”

 

“It sounds such a simple thing,” said Logan. “'Tis just a bit of squiggle on a document and will take no more than a heartbeat or two to do. I know not why it bothers me so much.”

 

“It is as I was saying about Pakam,” said Autumn. “There is much in the world of the Roinad that is unknown to both of us and it is your fear of those unknowns that causes you grief. As I have said oftimes to you, the only thing to fear is fear itself.”

 

“Aye that is true,” said Logan. “Or at least it is true that you have oftimes said that. Whether it be true of itself I am not so certain. Ah well, shall we move on?”

 

“I fancy Pakam is not yet rested enough,” said Autumn. “How go you, Pakam?”

 

“I am exhausted,” muttered Pakam. “Every muscle I have hurts and I am faint with hunger and I am in dire need of something to drink. My mouth feels like it has a lining of sackcloth.”

 

“We have no food,” said Autumn, “although when dawn comes we can watch out for fruits or nuts but why have you not drunk to ease your thirst? There is water all around.”

 

“But that is river water!” exclaimed Pakam. “It has not been boiled! I cannot drink unboiled river water. I will die some foul death!”

 

“Oh,” said Autumn. “Well, I daresay that is a point although 'tis most unlikely the water in these parts is tainted for there are none nearby to taint it with their waste.”

 

“But there be the waste of animals,” said Pakam. “No, I will not drink water that has not been boiled.”

 

“Did you hear that?” asked Logan.

 

“Hear what?” asked Autumn, lifting her head to listen intently.

 

“I don't know,” said Logan. “I thought I heard a faint splash or something, that's all.”

 

“I confess I do not hear anything,” said Autumn, “beyond the normal sounds of the night. Perhaps it was a fish or something.”

 

“Aye, most likely,” said Logan. “Here, Pakam, drink from our water bottle. 'Tis fresh and clean.”17

 

 

“Thank you,” said Pakam, taking it. He was about to drink but paused and sniffed the bottle instead. “Where did this water come from? Has it been boiled?”

 

“I'm not actually sure,” said Logan, surprised. “I have never thought to ask. For certain Autumn and I have drunk of it many times and neither of us have come to harm.”

 

“So it is old water then?” said Pakam. “When was it last replenished?”

 

“Umm, I know not,” said Logan.

 

“'Tis water,” said Autumn. “Just as the water in the stream is water. If you do not wish to drink of it then it is your choice, as is dying of thirst when there is water all around.”

 

“Well, if you put it that way,” said Pakam doubtfully. He sniffed the water bottle again then cautiously took a tiny sip.

 

“What was that?” exclaimed Autumn, jerking her head up.

 

“'Twas me drinking, as you so ordered,” said Pakam dourly.

 

“No, I heard something else,” said Autumn. “A splash but not a splash. There it is again!”

 

“I heard that too,” said Logan. “'Twas much like what I heard just now.”

 

“Most likely a duck on the river,” said Pakam. He shrugged then took a long swallow.

 

“At night?” said Autumn.

 

“There it is again,” said Logan, leaning forward to listen. “Sploop, I think it is getting closer.”

 

“Whatever it is I think there are two of them,” said Autumn, getting to her feet. “I fancy I just heard a sound further away than the other.”

 

“Do you think it's Tefkuu again?” asked Logan, also getting to his feet.

 

“Perhaps,” said Autumn, “but his men staying that quiet? I think most likely not.”

 

“Mayhap it is a snake in the water,” said Logan.

 

“Possibly,” said Autumn, “or some other creature of the night. Are there any snakes that move at night? I do not know of any.”

 

“We are in a strange land,” said Logan, backing away from the water's edge. “Who knows what creatures of the night there are here.”

 

“True enough,” said Autumn as another muted splash came from close by. She backed away as well. “Pakam, move away from the water.”

 

“But I've only just sat down,” complained Pakam.

 

“Fiau, some light please,” said Logan, picking up his staff.

 

Obligingly the end of his staff started to glow and he rapidly turned it the other way up so the glow was at the top. Pakam stared at the light, frozen in shock and surprise.

 

“What manner of devilry is that?” he stuttered, raising a shaky finger to point at it.

 

“Do you think that's a good idea?” asked Autumn, ignoring him for the moment. “Tefkuu may see it from afar and know where we are.”

 

“I'll put Fiau out shortly,” said Logan, peering out across the stream. “I just want to see what's making those …”

 

He was cut short as as mass of teeth, gleaming in the light, lunged out of the water and snapped shut, a hair's breadth in front of his nose.

 




Chapter Nineteen

 

Logan jerked back in shock, dropping his staff, as the jaws containing the teeth retreated and lunged forward again. A waft of warm foetid air engulfed him for less than a single heartbeat before he was slammed hard against a tree as Autumn snatched the back of his tunic and threw him. Stunned and winded he slumped to the marshy ground.

 

“Get up the tree!” she shouted as she twirled and smashed her foot into the side of the immense head. The head jerked round and slammed into another similar head that had appeared beside it. The second head emitted a high pitched squeal of anger and snapped viciously at the first.

 

Shocked, Logan did not move. He half lay in the mud, struggling to recover his breath and staring in horror at the heads in the light from Fiau. The lower jaw of the first was now between the jaws of the second and each struggled for mastery over the other. Some way behind, out of the light, the waters churned as their back ends continued their struggle.

 

“Get up that tree!” shouted Autumn again as she looked back at him. He shook his head, trying to clear it, then leapt up from the mud. His foot and one arm slipped and he sprawled, face down. “Where is Pakam?”

 

Logan wrenched his head from the sticky mud just as another set of jaws lunged out of the darkness beyond Autumn. Though one eye was thickly coated with mud he saw the jaws snap shut with Autumn's entire midriff between them.

 

“Autumn!” he tried to scream through a mouthful of rank, glutinous mud. He tried to scramble to his feet and again landed face down.

 

The first set of teeth wrenched itself away from the second and snapped viciously at the newcomer as Autumn leapt over to Logan, her feet slipping badly. She managed to retain her balance and grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and the seat of his tunic before throwing him up the tree. A thick branch, at least a third of the way up, caught him on the shoulder but the broken remnants of a lower branch snagged the front of his tunic. Panicked, in pain and blinded by mud, Logan wrapped his arms around the trunk instinctively as the cloth began to tear. 

 

Freed from the first set of teeth the second set lunged forward, snapping at Autumn. She spun round and backwards, out of its reach, narrowly missing the tree trunk. As the jaws drew back for another lunge she somersaulted forward over it, a foot landing on the head of the third creature. It reared back in alarm, tossing her like a leaf into the air. The second snapped at her but missed and she landed in the mud a full body length away. She rolled and leapt up then lunged for Fiau. Snatching up the staff she jumped over the writhing bodies and circled back towards the tree. In Fiau's light she spotted Pakam, prostrate on the ground. Which of the three it was had become confused but one of the beasts lurched over and the jaws slammed shut on her arm and shoulder. The beast jerked back and started to roll, Logan's staff between its jaws. The light from Fiau faded and went out.

 

In the darkness, Autumn grabbed Pakam's arm and hoisted him over her shoulder then leapt high into the air as the beast dropped the staff. It snapped at her again but missed and, with one hand, she caught the branch that had stopped Logan. She draped the unconscious Pakam over the sagging branch then hauled herself up. She paused for a moment to catch her breath, one hand on Pakam in case he stirred and fell.

 

“Logan?” she called. “Logan, where are you?”

 

“Here,” called Logan from below.

 

“Are you still on the ground?” cried Autumn in alarm.

 

“No, I be up this Voqev cursed tree,” called Logan. “I cannot see and I am slipping down!”

 

“Ahh, I see you now,” exclaimed Autumn, spotting an unnatural looking lump a little further down the trunk. In the gloom the lump was a slightly lighter patch against the black of the tree. “Stay there, I will get you.”

 

She shifted along the branch to the trunk then explored with a foot. There seemed to be something solid at the top of Logan's shape so she put her foot on it and shifted her weight. It snapped and Logan's shape dropped down a hand's breadth.

 

“Sploop!” cried Logan and clutched the trunk even tighter, if that were possible.

 

Enough of the broken branch remained for Autumn's big toe so, with her weight on that toe she curled her other leg around the trunk and let go of the branch she was holding with her hand.

 

“Where am I?” moaned Pakam, trying feebly to get up.

 

“Do not move!” shouted Autumn. “I will get you in a moment!”

 

“I cannot move!” exclaimed Logan. “I will fall!”

 

“Mizule!” exclaimed Autumn, closing her eyes momentarily to help regain her calm. “Nobody move!”

 

The shapes below paid no heed and one reared up on its hind legs and tried to snap at Logan's dangling backside. Fortunately he could not see it because his eyes were tight shut and both covered in mud.

 

Autumn reached down and grabbed at Logan's tunic.

 

“Aghh!” he exclaimed. “My hair!”

 

“Sorry,” she said and grabbed him further down. With a heave she yanked him up and pushed him onto another branch a little further around.

 

“Ohhh, thank you,” said Logan, wrapping his arms and legs around it, mightily relieved that something was underneath him again.

 

“Are you hurt?” she asked, pulling herself back onto the branch were Pakam still hung. He felt the branch sag and whimpered.

 

“I hurt everywhere,” said Logan, “but I still live, I think.”

 

“Good,” said Autumn. “Pakam, I am going to move you to the trunk of this tree. Do not be afraid.”

 

“Ugh,” said Pakam.

 

She climbed onto the branch above her then reached down to grasp Pakam and drag him across to the trunk. He grabbed the trunk and hugged it. With both Logan and Pakam now as safe as could reasonably be expected she sat on the branch with her legs dangling.

 

“Well now, that was an exciting few moments, was it not?” she remarked.

 

“Aye,” said Logan, his fear receding but not yet enough to let go of this branch and sit up. He was able, however, to scrape much of the drying mud from his eyes and could see again, even though things were still dark. Pakam merely whimpered a little, his fear not receding one iota.

 

Autumn's robe had become twisted and the cord she used as a belt had gone. She shook it loose then wrapped it around herself more comfortably.

 

“I fear we may have lost Fiau,” she said, peering down at the shapes that still prowled below. “I was holding her when one of those things attacked me and I know not where she is now. For certain her light is gone.”

 

“Oh no!” exclaimed Logan, peering at the ground some way below. “Fiau? Fiau, where are you?”

 

“I am here, Logan,” came Fiau's whispery voice.

 

“Oh! Thank Sploop for that!” exclaimed Logan. “Are you hurt? Um, damaged?”

 

“'Twould seem there are several new gouges in my dwelling,” said Fiau gravely, “but I myself am unharmed.”

 

There was a sudden noise and a loud snap as two jaws slammed together and Fiau yelped in a rustley whispery way. There was a sudden commotion and one of the shapes backed away.

 

“Fiau, what happened?” called Autumn urgently.

 

“Something very large with an inordinate amount of teeth tried to bite me,” said Fiau. “I made myself very thin and slipped between its teeth then poked it in the throat. I do not think it liked that.”

 

“That was good thinking,” called down Logan. “It didn't hurt you?”

 

“No, Logan,” rustled Fiau. “Where are you? I cannot see you.”

 

“I am up this tree,” said Logan. “We both are.”

 

“Most wise,” said Fiau. “A stout tree be a place of safety. Would you like me to join you or shall I stay down here?”

 

“If you can get up,” said Logan. “'Tis not safe down there at the moment.”

 

Logan sensed rather than saw Fiau's look of contempt. A few moments later he became aware of the faintly glowing green rings of her eyes searching the branches of the tree. 

 

“Over here,” he said.

 

“Indeed,” said Fiau, looking over at him. “I have brought my dwelling and your other things with me. Where shall I put them?”

 

“Oh, um, just hang them from one of the branches for now,” said Logan.

 

Fiau proceeded to do just that then gripped the branch Logan was clinging to and retracted her body again so she was her normal length. She sat stiffly on the branch, a respectful distance from Logan.

 

“Where is Autumn?” she asked.

 

“I'm on this branch,” said Autumn.

 

“Greetings,” whispered Fiau gravely, peering at her. “And what is that on the branch below you? 'Tis not a part of this tree, I venture.”

 

“That is Pakam,” said Autumn. “Another one of us.”

 

“Indeed?” asked Fiau. “Greetings Pakam, I am Fiau.”

 

“Um, hello,” said Pakam. His face was pressed against the tree trunk, facing away from Fiau. He did not turn to look at her.

 

“Are you still able to give us some light, Fiau?” called Autumn. “I would very much like to see what attacked us and I venture the risk of Tefkuu seeing the light is less than the risk from what lies below.”

 

“As you wish,” said Fiau.

 

Logan's staff burst into flame once again and Fiau reached up to take it from the branch above her where she had put it. Alarmed by the sudden light the beasts below stopped circling the tree and one reared up to snap at them, displaying long wide jaws with vicious looking sharp teeth.

 

“Sploop! Would you look at them!” exclaimed Logan peering down. “They are huge!”

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn, fascinated. “That big one be at least four times in length as I am high. Did not Tefkuu say something of these? Hippybiles or some such he called them.”

 

“Aye, you are right,” said Logan. “I had forgotten. Was it not Hygraviles? Lizards with teeth and little else? I fancied he was jesting with us but no longer.”

 

“Ahh, 'twas hydrabeardis, I think,” said Autumn, “and he said half of their length be teeth but clearly he was wrong. I would say that it be barely a half of one half, perhaps a little more but certainly not half.”

 

Pakam relaxed his grip enough to twist his head to look down. He gazed in horror for several heartbeats then shuddered and closed his eyes.

 

“Either way it be a powerful lot of teeth,” remarked Logan. “Oh! Did not one of them bite you?”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “It bit through me from my bottom ribs to my hips. Fortunately my robe still has its power although that is how I came to lose Fiau.”

 

“Do you still need me, Logan?” asked Fiau, the concentric circles of her eyes gazing at him.

 

“Oh, no, ahh, thank you, Fiau,” said Logan. “I'm very happy you are unharmed though.”

 

“As I you both,” said Fiau, passing the staff to him. “It pleases me also that you both sought the safety of a tree.” Her long thin serious face hinted at a smile before she merged back into the staff.

 

“What did you mean, you lost Fiau?” asked Logan, feeling confident enough to sit up with his back against the trunk.

 

“When that … hydrabeardi … bit me,” said Autumn, “its jaws passed through me but I had your staff in my hand. When the thing pulled back it took Fiau with it and I was afraid it may have chewed or even broken her.”

 

“Sploop!” exclaimed Logan. “That doesn't bear thinking about! Those teeth could have chewed her like a stalk of grass.” He ran his hands along his staff, feeling the fresh gouges and marvelling that she had survived her ordeal. “I wonder what it felt like? For certain she did not seem overly bothered.”

 

“Perhaps she did not know,” said Autumn. “Perhaps on the inside it was no worse than when you use your staff in a fight or whatever.”

 

“'Tis not something I have ever thought of before,” said Logan, gazing at his staff. “I hope it is not uncomfortable for her. Next time I hit something with it I shall be more gentle.”

 

“I would ask that you are not,” said Autumn. “If the need arises for you to hit someone with your staff then use all your strength. I venture Fiau would prefer that to you being gentle on her behalf and being hurt or killed as a result.”

 

“Aye, perhaps,” said Logan. “'Twill be in my mind however.”

 

“Doubtless,” said Autumn, “for everything you have experienced is in your mind, whether you are conscious of that memory or not. The skill lies in deciding which experiences are useful in any situation and which are not.”

 

“Aye, likely you are right,” said Logan. “I do wonder which experiences in my life are useful now that I am sitting up a tree, covered in mud with pains in my shoulder and elsewhere and with hungry looking hydrabeardis pacing beneath me.”

 

“I fancy none,” said Autumn, looking down at the hydrabeardis, “although should something similar happen in the future then this experience may prove to be invaluable.”

 

“Do you two always talk like this?” asked Pakam, not relaxing at all.

 

“Aye, more so than less, I fancy,” said Logan, thinking about it. “Autumn is not one who prefers jokes and humour. What would you have us talk about? 'Tis not like we are going anywhere soon.”

 

“How to get down and be gone from here would likely be more useful,” said Pakam, “although it not be for me to say what the Roinad should talk about, begging your pardon, my Lord.”

 

“I wager he has a point there, Autumn,” said Logan. “Those hydrabeardis show no sign of going away. Umm, were there not three of them?”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn, studying the scene below. “And now there are four. Do you suppose it is the light from Fiau that attracts them? 'Twas not until you used her to see what was in the stream that they appeared.”

 

“Which begs the question of how such big beasts came upon us without a sound,” said Logan, peering down. “Although you may recall the reason I used Fiau in the first place was because of the noises we heard. Likely those noises were made by these hydrabeardis coming to find us so they were already on their way when my staff lit up.”

 

“A fair point, Logan,” said Autumn. “And why did we not hear the fourth arrive?”

 

“Most likely because we were talking,” said Logan. “Umm, you don't suppose that these beasts have been following us, do you? Or mayhap have been sent by Tefkuu to find us?”

 

“Hmm,” said Autumn. “'Tis a thought. I know not if this place is rife with these beasts but likely if it was we would have seen some before, if only around Tefkuu's village. And no, if they are following us on his behalf why would they attack us? Surely they would tell Tefkuu and he would come for us. 'Tis more likely they just live here and thought we would make tasty morsels.”

 

“Oh Voqev,” exclaimed Pakam. “Am I to venture into the arms of Zeeth as a tasty morsel for some spawn of Voqev?”

 

“I think not,” said Autumn. “So long as we stay up this tree we should be all right. They do not seem able to climb at any rate. I fancy their legs are too short and their bodies too long for such a task. Doubtless sooner or later they will grow weary of waiting for us to come down and go in search of other things to eat.”

 

“Speaking of which,” said Logan, “They are mighty big, are they not. Surely they must eat a lot to stay such a size so what do they eat? I fancy we will not sustain them for long.”

 

“A good point,” said Autumn. “And we have not seen many large animals so either there are a lot of fish in the streams or they usually go elsewhere for their food.”

 

“Or they have eaten everything around here,” growled Pakam, “and we are all that is left.”

 

“That is a possibility,” said Autumn, “but I venture all four will be getting hungrier and will soon go off in search of their usual food. Mayhap also they are creatures of the night. Dawn is not far off so mayhap they will depart when Astauand comes.”

 

“You are right,” said Logan. “The sky is lightening. Shall I end the light from Fiau? I fancy we will still be able to see the hydrabeardis.”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “I know not how she makes this light but 'tis best not to tire her unduly.”

 

“Please stop the light, Fiau,” said Logan.

 

His staff stopped burning and darkness surrounded them. The strange grunting squeals from the hydrabeardis below increased and one of them attempted to climb the tree again.

 

“You would think they would know they cannot climb trees,” said Autumn, watching them as her eyes adjusted. “Surely they have chased things up trees before and failed to catch them. And what of birds?”

 

“Mayhap they are not clever enough to think of that,” said Logan, “or they just have poor memories.”

 

“Perhaps,” said Autumn. “Were there not four just now? I only count three.”

 

“You are right,” said Logan staring down. “And look at that big one. He is heading for the water.”

 

“So they live in the water, do they?” asked Autumn, watching. “That would make sense for we were attacked from the water. Hey, did you see that? It slid into the water with barely a ripple. It makes less disturbance of the surface than a small duck.”

 

“I missed it,” said Logan. “I was watching that one that is sniffing around the base of the tree.”

 

“Ahh, yes,” said Autumn as the hydrabeardi looked up at her and snapped its jaws in frustrated disappointment. “I think that explains why they were able to come upon us unaware. You recall those faint splashy swishing noises we heard?”

 

“Aye,” said Logan. “That is why I asked Fiau for some light.”

 

“Likely they were the sounds of these hydrabeardis coming up to us in the water,” said Autumn, “which is good to know.”

 

“Aye,” said Pakam. “We stay clear of all water from now on.”

 

“That would be impossible,” said Autumn. “Look around. We are in swampland and there is water everywhere. We cannot avoid it and, moreover, we all need to bathe.”

 

“What in Voqev's name for?” exclaimed Pakam. “I bathed last Lulerain Day and next be some way off.”

 

“We need to rid ourselves of all this mud, if nothing else,” said Autumn. “We are all coated in the stuff, you more than us, Logan, as you felt very muddy when I pulled you up.”

 

“Aye, I fell over several times trying to get away from that beast when it first attacked,” said Logan. “I am covered all over and I can feel it drying and stiffening on me. It will be good to wash it all off although I think 'twould be best if we take it in turns and one of us watches for more hydrabeardis.”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “'Twould be unfortunate if we survived this night only to be caught unawares in the water. Another one is giving up and going. With Aloidia's aid the last will not stay much longer.”

 

“All this talk of water and washing be damned,” muttered Pakam. “There be a bigger question neither of you be mentioning.”

 

“Oh yes?” asked Autumn, “and what is that?”

 

“How in Sploop's name are we going to get down from this Mielikki forsaken perch?” demanded Pakam. “Answer me that.”

 




Chapter Twenty

 

“I venture this place will do,” said Autumn when she reached the top of a small hill. “We have a fair view of all around including the sea and yet cover for ourselves.”

 

“Aye,” said Logan. “Astauand is low in the sky and we all need rest. You especially as you have been carrying him on your back since we left the forest.”

 

“Oh he is not heavy,” said Autumn, breathing easily. She backed against one of the few trees and let Pakam slide to the ground. Pakam woke from his fitful doze and awkwardly climbed to his feet.

 

“I need to piss,” he muttered and wandered off into the copse.

 

“Ungrateful idler,” muttered Logan, putting Autumn's pack, their staffs and his blanket roll on the ground against another tree. 

 

“Be more tolerant, Logan,” said Autumn, easing her shoulders. “Pakam is of the Court and unused to journeying far on foot or facing dangers. Doubtless he is as exhausted by all this as we would be in his world.”

 

“Aye, I suppose,” said Logan, “but I wager he will not even thank you for carrying him though.”

 

“That is his choice,” said Autumn, “just as it was mine to bear his burden for a time. For certain had I not we would still be some way back.”

 

“True enough,” said Logan, staring off to the north east. “Do you suppose we've lost them?”

 

“That is a question that has been on my mind all this day,” said Autumn.

 

“Do we have anything to eat?” asked Pakam, emerging from the trees. He walked gingerly as though his feet hurt.

 

“No,” said Logan, “although you may find something if you forage around under the trees.”

 

“Forage?” asked Pakam, aghast. “You mean dig like a peasant?”

 

“Aye,” said Logan. “Look around and tell me if you see a market.”

 

“Why then did we stop in this accursed place?” asked Pakam, his belly rumbling.

 

“Because we got no sleep last night,” said Logan, pointedly, “and we have been walking all day. At least, some of us have.”

 

“My apologies, Highness,” said Pakam, bowing before Logan. He was not so far gone with exhaustion for his keen sense of survival to fail to recognise irritation in one of considerably higher rank. “I failed in my duty to ease your way. I should have thought to carry you myself.”

 

“I had no need of carrying,” said Logan sharply, his irritation increasing with the absurdity of Pakam's reply.

 

“And doubtless you would have if the need had arisen, Pakam,” said Autumn. “Come, Logan, be not so churlish.”

 

“Ahh, you are right, Autumn,” said Logan. “I am tired and hungry and I venture we are still not out of danger yet. At least those things with too many teeth are a long way behind and there are no streams here to hide them.”

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn. 

 

“And you, my Lady Autumn,” said Pakam, lifting his bow a little in recognition of Autumn's lower rank than Logan's, “if I may offer my humblest gratitude for aiding me in my time of need.”

 

“'Twas my pleasure, Pakam,” said Autumn, “as well as my duty.”

 

“As you say,” said Pakam, standing up as straight as his aching back would let him. “I shall do as Logan suggests and forage for what little in the way of sustenance this place offers.”

 

“Good,” said Logan. He watched as Pakam disappeared inside the little copse again. “I don't expect he'll find anything. Doubtless he has no idea what to look for. You were saying about Tefkuu?”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn, sitting on the ground. Logan looked around again then sat with his back against a nearby tree. “After besting them at the stream I expected Tefkuu to regroup his men and come after us but they did not. I also expected them to see our light and hear our voices and the squeals of the hydrabeardis but after those beasts had gone and while we waited for the full light of dawn I heard no sounds beyond those of the forest awakening. It puzzles me for I cannot believe that Tefkuu would abandon his dreams of wealth so easily.”

 

“Aye, I'm with you on that,” said Logan. “Mayhap none there has the skills to track us in the forest at night.”

 

“Entirely possible,” said Autumn. “In which case 'tis likely that when dawn arrived they picked up our trail and have been following us since.”

 

“Which would mean they could well come upon us in the night,” said Logan, “unless they also get delayed by the hydrabeardis.”

 

“Which they likely will not as they are familiar with the creatures,” said Autumn. “Doubtless they know enough to avoid them at the very least.”

 

“You don't think that Tefkuu would come across that place and presume we were eaten by the hydrabeardis?” asked Logan.

 

“Likely if they are tracking us they have found that spot,” said Autumn, “but I would be surprised if Tefkuu would assume we were eaten. Especially as we would have left signs of our departure from there.”

 

“True,” said Logan, yawning. “Best I go check on Pakam and see if I can find anything. Umm, what if Tefkuu is not tracking us?”

 

“Aye, what if indeed,” said Autumn. “It would be foolish to think he has abandoned us so easily so my thinking is that he may have some other plan.”

 

“You mean an ambush up ahead?” asked Logan. “How would he know where we are going or what path we will take?”

 

“Doubtless he knows this part of the world well,” said Autumn. “He knows that we head south to return to Tafa'ul and mayhap ahead lies something that will make us go a certain way. A big river or cliffs or something. If that is the case then getting ahead of us and waiting there would be a sensible idea.”

 

“And he may well think we are heading for that village Baeng told us of,” said Logan.

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn.

 

“Well, that at least is easily dealt with,” said Logan. “We can bypass that village although we may not be able to bypass the river or cliffs.”

 

“Alas no,” said Autumn. “We have to go to the village. Baeng said that if he was able to regain his ship he would meet us there tomorrow or the next day and likely we will see the ship from here if he is early. Should we fail to arrive but Tefkuu and his men do then Baeng and his crew could be recaptured or killed.”

 

“Ahh,” said Logan. “Indeed. So we are still going to the village?”

 

“I see no alternative,” said Autumn. “For certain we cannot presume Baeng has gone elsewhere nor that they have already been recaptured. Moreover, if Baeng has his ship and makes it to the village then he will take us to Tafa'ul and save us many days of walking.”

 

“Not aided by Pakam,” muttered Logan. “He will slow us down for certain and you can't carry him all the way.”

 

“We shall cross that bridge if and when we have to,” said Autumn, “but I was thinking more of trying to avoid extra days in which Hysleria could agree a price for us and start raising taxes.”

 

“Indeed,” said Logan. “'Tis a shame we did not think to bring any of those qiadems so we could send him a message.”

 

“Aye, I regretted that myself,” said Autumn, “then I remembered what Tefkuu said which is that the birds return to their homes. I venture any of the birds Tefkuu has will either see his village or whoever he deals with in Tafa'ul as their home and we have no way of telling them apart. For certain there won't be any birds that consider Hysleria home.”

 

“True enough,” said Logan. “I wonder who Tefkuu uses in Tafa'ul?”

 

“I imagine we will never find out,” said Autumn, “although 'tis possible this person is already known to the Saamrat as someone will have to take the messages to Hysleria.”

 

“Aye, you may be right,” said Logan. “So that is our plan then? Continue heading for the village and see what's what when we get there?”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “'Tis difficult to see any other path and I fancy the village is no great distance away. Over yonder, to the south, there is what looks to be a point or promontory going out into the sea and if we are favoured by Aloidia, Chaahk and Lulerain the village may lie just beyond. Baeng said it was on a promontory.”

 

“Are you sure it is a promontory?” asked Logan, peering at the cloudy haze on the horizon.

 

“No,” admitted Autumn, “but earlier there was a break in the cloud and it had the look. If it is and it is the right one then a day's walk should get us there.”

 

“Aye,” said Logan. “Perhaps.”

 

“I also venture 'tis also best we do not have a fire tonight as a fire on a hilltop will be visible for a great distance,” said Autumn.

 

“And that will cheer Pakam even more,” said Logan with a snort. “Digging up roots himself be likely bad enough but having to eat them raw? You can just imagine what tales of desperation he will be able to embroider in Tafa'ul and what sympathies he will get as a result.”

 

“Perhaps,” said Autumn, “or perhaps he will do his best to squash all memories of this time. Do you want to take the first watch or shall I?”

 

“I will,” said Logan, yawning again. “If Tefkuu falls on us in the night 'tis likely it will be later rather than sooner or even after dawn so best you be refreshed.”

 

* * *

 

The morning sun touched lightly on the eyes of Autumn as she sat on the side of the promontory. She faced east so the benevolence of Astauand had touched her face full on as It peeked over the vast expanse of the Azour Sea although It was now some way above the horizon and a little over to her right. In front of her, as on both sides, the sea rolled in, some waves higher than others but none high enough, without a storm behind them, to reach her. Behind her, as this was a promontory, the ground sloped gently back, a mass of gorse and heather, rabbit holes and snake burrows, to lose itself in the vast expanse of Sassese'lte. She sat there, heels on knees, hands folded in her lap, back straight and eyes closed; a tiny dot between two vastnesses.

 

Not that she was the only dot. Nearby, sheltered from the ever present wind, this time from the east although at dusk it had been from the west, two other tiny dots sat among the gorse. Another dot, considerably bigger but also tiny between the two expanses of sea and land, marked the village of Rhabir. It nestled in the southern lee of the promontory, sufficiently far away from Autumn and her companions for them to remain unnoticed but close enough for them to know it was there and, when the wind was right, sense a faint smell of people, fish and cooking fires.

 

A butterfly, clad in bright gaudy colours, flitted across the promontory, its broad wings fluttering occasionally then spreading to allow the wind to waft it a distance before fluttering again. Doubtless in search of food the butterfly, seemingly aimlessly but nonetheless covering much of the promontory, moved hither and yon. When it came time to rest it found itself close to where Autumn sat. Perhaps with intent or perhaps with the good fortune that favours the beautiful, the butterfly alighted on the leather thong that bound Autumn's ponytail. There, out of the wind, the butterfly spread its wings to enjoy the warmth of Astauand.

 

Autumn did not notice the butterfly. Despite her senses constantly monitoring and assessing while her mind followed deep paths of enquiry, neither the tiny movements of air as the butterfly fluttered nor the slightest of touches as it landed on her thong attracted her attention. Likewise, neither the movement of Autumn's slow deep breathing nor the gentle motion of a few loose tendrils of her hair in the breeze, disturbed the butterfly. Both were content to sit and contemplate as Astauand went about Its business.

 

Then Autumn's breathing changed. She held a breath for four full heartbeats then slowly let it out as she raised her arms above her head. Then, palms together, she brought her hands back down to her lap and opened her eyes. The butterfly sensed her movement but it was content with life and sensed no threat so it lazily closed its wings then opened them again. 

 

“Is it not a beautiful day?” asked Logan, coming quietly over to sit beside her.

 

“Ahh Logan,” said Autumn, tilting her head over slightly to acknowledge him. “It is indeed. You slept well?”

 

The butterfly closed its wings before slightly adjusting its position and opening them again.

 

“I did,” said Logan. “Umm, I heard your breathing change and fancied you had finished your thinking for today. I hope I didn't disturb you. Umm, did you know you have a butterfly in your hair?”

 

“I had indeed finished,” said Autumn, “and no, I did not know. Is the little thing trapped?”

 

“No, it is sitting on the thong that binds your hair,” said Logan. “It's pretty. It suits you.”

 

“I am glad it is not trapped,” said Autumn, turning her head to look at him. The butterfly decided this was a good time to renew its quest and flew away.

 

“It's gone now,” said Logan.

 

“Go in peace, little one,” said Autumn, twisting her head to watch the butterfly. “And Pakam? He is well?”

 

“Well enough,” said Logan. “He spent some time after he woke bursting the blisters on his feet and complaining but now he is happily sewing up the holes in his shoes. I suggested he walked barefoot as we do but he seemed to dislike the idea. For certain his shoes were not made for walking far. They seem too flimsy.”

 

“Let us hope his repairs go well,” said Autumn, “and he stays in a good humour.”

 

“Aye,” said Logan. “I brought you the water bottle and one of those roots in case you were hungry. Are you going to do your exercises now?”

 

“Soon,” said Autumn, “but thank you for the food. I shall eat with you, if I may, for there is something I would like to discuss with you.”

 

“Of course,” said Logan. 

 

Autumn took a sip from the water bottle then took the root from Logan. She slit its skin with her thumbnail and prised the two sides apart.

 

“There has been a matter much on my mind these days past,” she said and broke a small chunk of the root away. She pursed her lips then popped it in her mouth and chewed while Logan patiently waited. 

 

“A thought came into my mind the first morning after the ship was taken by Tefkuu,” she said, putting the root down on the ground. “I dare say I should have spent my time more wisely by considering the actions of the pirates and their consequences but I confess I did not. I have always found it best to let my thoughts flow freely during my meditations for oft times new thoughts and questions come into my mind and, from time to time, new understandings. The rest of the day is time enough to consider the consequences of others.”

 

“Well, 'tis not for me to disagree,” said Logan. “So was this thought an interesting one?”

 

“I think so,” said Autumn, “but that is what I want your thoughts on for the thought stayed with me and has blossomed. 'Tis unusual for not only do I think I now have an understanding of something which I have never understood but I think that understanding has expanded into other areas which I had thought were unrelated.”

 

“Sploop!” exclaimed Logan. “Don't tell me you now understand things that are funny?”

 

“Alas no,” said Autumn. “I suspect that will always lie beyond my grasp.”

 

“I agree,” said Logan, “for I was trying to be funny just then and you didn't grasp it.”

 

“How was what you said funny?” asked Autumn, looking at him with a puzzled expression.

 

“It wasn't really,” said Logan. “I wager something is only funny if the listener thinks it is funny and since you didn't I suppose that means it wasn't funny.”

 

“I see,” said Autumn, blinking twice. “Or rather I do not see. No matter. Do you not want to know what I have been thinking on?”

 

“Of course I do,” said Logan with a laugh. “The subject of Autumn has always fascinated me.”

 

“And that was a joke as well?” asked Autumn.

 

“Actually no,” said Logan, “but if you thought it was funny then there is yet hope for you.”

 

“You confuse me,” said Autumn, frowning.

 

“And that is my sole purpose in life,” said Logan, smiling. “'Tis the only way I can think of to keep the finely honed axe sharp mind of Autumn intrigued and interested in me. If I did not confuse and confound you you would have no further interest in me.”

 

“Not so,” said Autumn, her frown deepening. “You have many fine qualities and some not so fine but they all interest me. Have I not told you times beyond number that I desire no other as my companion on our travels?”

 

“Aye, you have,” said Logan, “but times without number is still not enough for I like to hear you saying it. What not so fine qualities?”

 

“A constant need for reassurance that you remain in my good favour for one,” retorted Autumn. 

 

“Ahh,” said Logan. “So you do tire of me then? You would prefer I went and sat with Pakam?”

 

“Frankly, your logic baffles me at times,” said Autumn, shifting round so she sat facing him. “How do you extract that I tire of you from my saying you have a constant need for reassurance?”

 

“'Twas not logic,” said Logan. “'Twas my constant need for reassurance that prompted it.”

 

Autumn just stared at him.

 

“You said I need constant reassurance,” said Logan. “So I asked if you tire of me so that you would reassure me once more.”

 

“Ahh, so there was a logic behind it, of sorts,” said Autumn.

 

“Perhaps,” said Logan, “but more likely it was my constant need to try to make you laugh. It seems I failed abysmally.”

 

“So it was just a joke then?” asked Autumn, her frown returning.

 

“Yes and no,” said Logan. “If you'd found it funny then yes but since you didn't let's just say I shouldn't have said it.”

 

“But why would I say you shouldn't have said it?” asked Autumn. “I always want you to say what is on your mind. My confusion is in no way lessened.”

 

“So that you would reassure me once again,” said Logan. “As you just did.”

 

“How did I reassure you?” asked Autumn.

 

“By telling me you always want me to say what's on my mind,” said Logan. “Which in turn means you are not tiring of me.”

 

Autumn pursed her lips. She started to say something then stopped.

 

“My confusion is now gone,” she said eventually.

 

“That is most excellent news,” said Logan.

 

“It has turned to bafflement,” she said. “What are you talking about?”

 

“Absolutely nothing,” said Logan. “Forgive me.”

 

“Was that another request for reassurance?” asked Autumn, raising an eyebrow.

 

“No, it was a request for forgiveness,” said Logan, a smile playing in his eyes.

 

“I have no clear idea of what is going on here,” said Autumn slowly, “but surely you know I forgive you anything and everything?”

 

“So you are saying there is much to forgive?” asked Logan.

 

“Enough!” exclaimed Autumn, holding up her hand. “This is becoming absurd.”

 

“Aye,” said Logan with a laugh. “I'm sorry, Autumn. It's just that this is the first time since we arrived in Sassese'lte that I've felt happy and I just got carried away.”

 

“Ahh, yes, that I can understand,” said Autumn. “Yes, it has been a trial, I agree. First the summonsing by Hysleria then that Treaty then our capture by pirates and our escape and the attack by the hydrabeardis. There has been little opportunity to extract any joy from our experiences here.”

 

“Indeed,” said Logan. “Anyway, what was it you wanted to talk about?”

 

“Will you take it seriously?” asked Autumn, “or shall I leave it for another day?”

 

“I promise I will take it seriously,” said Logan, putting his hand over his heart.

 

“Hmm,” said Autumn. She pursed her lips again and looked at him with her head tilted to one side. “Very well then. I think I now understand money.”

 

“Sploop!” exclaimed Logan. “So you do have a sense of humour after all!”

 




Chapter Twenty One

 

“Oh faff,” exclaimed Autumn, her eyes narrowing. “I give up. I shall talk no more on this today. Perhaps tomorrow you will be in a better frame of mind.”

 

“I'm sorry,” said Logan, genuinely contrite. He reached over and put his hand on Autumn's arm. “I really am. I didn't mean to make light of what you said. Your words took me by surprise and it just slipped out.”

 

“There is a time and place for everything,” said Autumn, looking down at his hand. “and I venture this is neither the time nor the place for serious discussion. 'Twill keep for it is a matter of no great importance.”

 

“No, I insist,” said Logan, “and I wager it is of importance as it has occupied your thoughts for several days. Come, tell me how you understand money. I promise I will be very serious.”

 

Autumn gave him a long appraising look and, feeling uncomfortable, Logan withdrew his hand.

 

“Please?” he asked as plaintively as he could.

 

“Very well,” said Autumn. She adjusted her position slightly and gazed out to sea for a few moments then plucked a grass stalk. “'Twas when I was at my thinking the day after we were taken by Tefkuu that I began to wonder about you being the Roinad.”

 

“Something my mind has dwelt on muchly as well,” said Logan, watching her as she twiddled the grass stalk absently. “What thoughts came to mind?”

 

“One in particular stayed in my mind,” said Autumn. “You never wanted to be the Roinad and you ran away and abandoned the task. By rights another should have been found and the task passed to that person.”

 

“Aye,” said Logan, “but we both know the reason for that, do we not. My absence allowed Hysleria to become Roinad in all but name and as long as everyone thinks I am the Roinad he can continue to do so. Mayhap one day someone will come along and challenge but doubtless he has a plan to counter that.”

 

“Doubtless,” said Autumn, “but that was not the thrust of my thoughts.”

 

“Ahh,” said Logan. “I was wondering how money came into this.”

 

“That is still some way off,” said Autumn. “My thoughts at the time were only of you and why, despite your continued absence, everyone was seemingly quite happy for you to be seen as the Roinad even though you were not there and there was, in effect, no Roinad.”

 

“I venture it is because the Roinad does little except eat and shout at people,” said Logan.

 

“I know not what a Roinad does,” said Autumn, “so mayhap you have the right of it. However, that was not my point. As I thought on it it came to me that a Roinad is not necessarily something real. We take the person who is Roinad to be real and that person does various things beyond eating but, in truth, is there any substance to a Roinad beyond the actual body of the person who carries that title?”

 

“I don't follow your meaning,” said Logan, his brow furrowing.

 

“Well, umm, you see that rock on the beach yonder?” asked Autumn, pointing with the grass stalk.

 

“Yes,” said Logan.

 

“That rock has substance, does it not?” asked Autumn. “And it performs some function, if only to provide some shelter from the sea for those creatures that live behind and underneath it.”

 

“I dare say,” said Logan. “What of it?”

 

“What, then, if that rock was taken away or left of its own volition?” asked Autumn. “What would happen to those creatures?”

 

“The sea would get at them,” said Logan.

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn. “But in the case of the Roinad, is it not so that with no one as Roinad the tasks of the Roinad are still performed? Just as Hysleria does what is needed without you?”

 

“Aye,” said Logan, “but is that not the same as replacing that rock with another rock?”

 

“At first sight that is what I thought as well,” said Autumn, “but thinking further it came to me that there is a difference. That rock has substance and if it is gone and another takes its place that too has substance but none would consider it the same rock as was there before.”

 

“They might if it was given a name,” said Logan, plucking a grass stalk to toy with as well. “I don't know, mayhap The Sheltering Rock or some such. Then when another takes its place that too would be called The Sheltering Rock.”

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn, “and I am not explaining myself well for these thoughts are strange to me but would it not be the case that if The Sheltering Rock were taken away and put somewhere else it would no longer be called The Sheltering Rock?”

 

“Likely not,” said Logan. “What of it?”

 

“But the same is not true of the Roinad,” said Autumn. “You went away and another took your place to perform the tasks of the Roinad and yet you were still called the Roinad even when you did not think you were. The coin that hangs from your neck is proof of that, is it not? It has your name on it as though you were the Roinad.”18

 

 

“I'm not sure I see your point,” said Logan, tapping his grass stalk against his knee. “Surely it is just a matter of naming? Hysleria became the Roinad when I ran away but the name stayed with me for some reason.”

 

“Aye, and that is my point,” said Autumn. “It seems to me that Roinad as an abstract thing is separate from the person who does the task. Anyone could perform the tasks of the Roinad but the name sits on you. Moreover, if you had died while on our travels you would still be the Roinad long after all traces of your body have long gone.”

 

“Only until such time as my death remains unknown,” said Logan. “As soon as it is known someone else will become Roinad.”

 

“Mayhap,” said Autumn, tapping her grass stalk thoughtfully as well. “But what if Hysleria arranged things so your death is never revealed?”

 

“Then I would imagine I would still be thought of as Roinad as long as everyone believes I am still alive,” said Logan.

 

“I agree,” said Autumn, “and so I left it for a time as it seemed a straightforward matter.”

 

“Ahh,” said Logan. “For a time. You have had more thoughts? Pah!” and he tossed away his stalk. “What an absurd thing to say! The day Autumn Savannah stops having thought sis the day Astauand dos not rise and Plakill and Plifal fall from the sky!”

 

“Oh, oft times I have no thoughts,” said Autumn, plucking another grass stalk and handing it to him. “But a day or two later it came to me that there is a very important word in that thought. As long as everyone believes you are alive. Believes. Is that not an interesting word?”

 

“Not really,” said Logan. “If they don't believe I'm alive then they will find another Roinad whether I'm alive or not.”

 

“Exactly,” said Autumn. “'Tis not whether you are alive or dead that matters but the belief in it. That is what makes it an interesting word.”

 

“Well, I suppose,” said Logan doubtfully. “What of it?”

 

“What if you never existed?” said Autumn.

 

“Then I would never have become Roinad,” said Logan.

 

“But what if people believed you existed even though you were never born?” persisted Autumn. “What if I had bested Kizerain Qerrassa at that Mundulgen and made up Logan as the person on whose behalf I was fighting even though you did not and never had existed?”

 

“Umm, well, mayhap they would have made someone else Roinad,” said Logan. “What are you getting at?”

 

“They could not have made someone else Roinad if they believed you existed,” said Autumn, “and doubtless if Hysleria knew you didn't exist he'd have been delighted with the opportunity but my concern is not with Hysleria. It is with everyone else. So long as they believe you to exist you are the Roinad.”

 

“Well, I suppose so,” said Logan, frowning. “Does it matter? I do exist after all, even though I do not want to be Roinad.”

 

“And that is what I thought as well,” said Autumn. “At first. But then it came to me that because there could be a Roinad who does not exist except only in people's belief, the substance of the one called the Roinad exists only as the belief of those who belief the Roinad to exist.”

 

“You've lost me there,” said Logan.

 

“Look at it this way,” said Autumn, leaning forward. “You are the Roinad even though you are absent from the Palace in Uli-Rratha. Hysleria knows you are absent and that you ran away rather than be Roinad and doubtless several others do as well but most everyone in Aferraron and elsewhere believe you to be Roinad. So, you continue to be Roinad whether you like it or not.”

 

“And a great pain in the arse it is too,” said Logan. “I like being just Logan, companion to Autumn better.”

 

Aye, and I also,” said Autumn, “but tell me something. If Hysleria tells someone you are not Roinad will you cease to be Roinad?”

 

“Probably not,” said Logan.

 

“What if he tells ten or a hundred?” asked Autumn. 

 

“Umm, …” said Logan, thinking about it.

 

“And look at it from the other side,” said Autumn. “What if someone who does not exist is made Roinad? If ten people believe then to be Roinad and everyone else does not, would that person who does not exist be Roinad?”

 

“Almost certainly not,” said Logan. “They don't exist so how could they be?”

 

“But what if everyone except ten believe that person exists?” asked Autumn.

 

“Umm, well, I suppose then maybe that person would be Roinad if everyone but ten believes them to be,” said Logan after a few moments thought. “I wager ten alone would not be enough to convince everyone else.”

 

“Exactly,” said Autumn. “And that is my point. If enough people believe something to be so then it becomes so.”

 

“If everyone believes there to be a rock in front of us when there is no rock,” said Logan, pointing to a grassy patch with absolutely no rocks, “that does not make a rock magically appear.”

 

“True,” said Autumn, “but have we not agreed that being the Roinad is nothing like being a rock.”

 

“I'm sorry,” said Logan, scratching his nose with the end of the grass stalk, “but I do not see your point.”

 

“'Tis a simple point,” said Autumn, “but a complex one at the same time. A rock is real and has substance and exists whether or not people believe in it. The Roinad, as distinct from the person who has that name, is not real since we both agree that there can be a Roinad that all believe in even if the person who is supposedly the Roinad does not and never did exist. The rock is real. It exists independently of what people believe and has meaning as a result but the Roinad is just an idea and requires belief in it otherwise it would have no meaning.”

 

“Well, I suppose,” said Logan. “That would explain why Aferraron has a Roinad, Neander has a Karoi and Wase has a Mo'i but Sassese'lte does not and has a Saamrat instead.”

 

“And none of them need to exist except as an idea,” said Autumn, “but rocks have to exist otherwise we could not sit on them or make dwellings or whatever.”

 

“Actually, you may be right,” said Logan slowly. “If everyone stopped believing in the Roinad there would be no Roinad.”

 

“Doubtless decisions would still have to be made,” said Autumn, “but by a group of people instead of just one or even with everyone having a say although I do not see that as being practicable.”

 

“Sploop,” said Logan, “so I am just an idea in someone's mind, am I?”

 

“Well, there are some at my Esyup who would argue that everything exists only in the mind,” said Autumn, “but I have never seen that as a productive way of thinking. If it were so then the mind that everything exists in would be a figment of its own imagination and therein, I venture, lies difficulties. Regardless, that is not what I am saying. You exist, Logan, in the same way that I exist or that rock or the sea but the idea of a Roinad exists only in the minds of those who believe in the existence of the idea of the Roinad.”

 

“'Tis an interesting thought,” said Logan. “So you are saying that to be rid of the Roinad we would not need a rebellion? We would only need to change people's beliefs?”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn, “although a rebellion would likely be easier.”

 

“True enough, I wager,” said Logan with a snort. “'Twould be difficult to change everyone's beliefs.”

 

“Actually I fancy it would not be necessary to change everyone's beliefs,” said Autumn. “If sufficient people did not believe there was a Roinad that would be enough but how many would be needed to be sufficient I cannot begin to fathom. Mayhap it would only take a few if those few were sufficiently important.”

 

“So let me see if I have this right,” said Logan. “You are saying that something can exist simply by virtue of being something that sufficient people think exists?”

 

“Actually no,” said Autumn. “Simply thinking the thing exists does not mean it actually exists. All I am saying is that there are some things that actually exist and other things that only exist in the minds of those who think it exists. Like Ibu'oden, for example. He believed Foqoo existed and that he was himself Foqoo. His followers believed the same and to them Foqoo was real and had substance. To others, such as you and I and Grimme who did not believe Foqoo existed, Ibu'oden was just a man and not a deity.”19

 

 

“And if everyone had believed Ibu'oden was Foqoo,” said Logan, “then none, or few at any rate, would have disputed Foqoo's existence and so Foqoo would have existed even though Foqoo didn't actually exist.”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. 

 

Logan sat there for a while, staring out across the sea and winding and unwinding the grass stalk around his finger several times.

 

“'Tis a remarkable thought,” he said eventually. “But then there are some for whom things exist only in their minds but I wager they seem real enough to them. It makes sense if many believe the same thing then it become real.”

 

“Actually, it goes further,” said Autumn. “There is more that has occupied my thoughts the last few days.”

 

“How so?” asked Logan, looking at her with an eyebrow raised.

 

“If one person believes something to be real when it is not,” said Autumn, “I wager only rarely does it go further. But if many believe the thing to be true then it becomes possible to force others to believe the same.”

 

“You mean by lying to them?” asked Logan, frowning.

 

“I am not certain whether it would be a lie or not,” said Autumn, also frowning. “This was something that occupied us all for a time at the Esyup.”

 

“What was?” asked Logan. “I'm getting confused again.”

 

“If someone repeats a falsehood knowing it to be a falsehood then they are lying,” said Autumn. “But what if someone repeats a falsehood believing it to be true? Is that person actually lying?”

 

“And what did you conclude at the Esyup?” asked Logan.

 

“We did not reach a satisfactory conclusion,” said Autumn. “For certain the person would be stating a falsehood but whether that constitutes a lie is a different matter entirely. Some argued the repeating of a falsehood was a lie in itself and others held that to be a lie requires the teller to deliberately make a falsification. My own view is that a lie requires a deliberate act of falsification whereas simply repeating a falsehood believing it to be true is merely an error.”

 

“I'm lost,” said Logan, shaking his head in an attempt to clear it. “How did we get onto lying?”

 

“I was speaking for forcing a belief on others,” said Autumn, “although I fancy that is too strong a word as it implies threats and violence. What I mean is that if sufficient people believe something to be true then others will get caught up in that belief and end up going along with the idea whether or not they believe in it.”

 

“Why would someone go along with a falsehood if not through force?” asked Logan.

 

“Personal gain, perhaps?” said Autumn, “perhaps even simple indifference. Do you believe in Aferraron?”

 

“What do you mean, believe in Aferraron?” asked Logan. “For certain I believe it exists. I am the Roinad of Aferraron after all,” and he laughed.

 

“Indeed you are,” said Autumn, “or so everyone believes at least. But what is Aferraron?”

 

“It is the place we are from,” said Logan.

 

“I fancy not,” said Autumn. “I am from a place beside a large swathe of grassland and you are from a farming village. Neither is Aferraron.”

 

“But they are both within Aferraron,” said Logan.

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn, “and what other places are within Aferraron?”

 

“Sploop, I cannot list them all,” said Logan. “I wager there are hundreds of places within Aferraron that I have never heard of.”

 

“True enough,” said Autumn. “We have been to Daihfew, however. Is that in Aferraron?”20

 

 

“No,” said Logan, “it's in Wase. Ahh, I think I see what you mean. Daihfew used to be in Aferraron but is now in Wase. So are you saying that Aferraron is one of these things that exist only in people's minds?”

 

“Yes,” said Autumn. “It came to me while I was thinking on the Roinad. Although we think of Aferraron as a place it is just a name that we, the Onaman people, choose to call the land in which we live. Daihfew, and doubtless many other places, have shifted between Aferraron and Wase several times as wars have been fought and territory exchanged. If there were no people in Aferraron would the land be still called Aferraron?”

 

“Doubtless it would by those in Wase or Sassese'lte,” said Logan, “or at least until they move in themselves.”

 

“A fair point,” said Autumn, “but we have talked on this before. There was a time when Aferraron was not called Aferraron because the people living there were not united and so did not give the land a name. As time passed the name was given to the land but that's all it is. Just a name. Doubtless the birds and creatures that dwell along the border with Wase do not distinguish between Aferraron and Wase. To them the area is just land and trees and what have you.”

 

“And the same for the fish in the sea,” said Logan. “To them what we call the Looncan Sea between Aferraron and Neander is just water between two lumps of land.”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn, “but because most in Aferraron believe they live in Aferraron it becomes a truth even though Aferraron as a thing does not actually exist. It is simply a large piece of land with an imaginary line somewhere. People say this side of the line is Aferraron and on the other side is Wase but there is no substance to the line other than in people's minds. More to the point, people are not born knowing that this is Aferraron and that is Wase. They are taught that and that is what I meant when I said people could be forced into a belief. It is a falsehood for Aferraron does not exist but most, if not all, accept it as fact for that is what they are taught.”

 

“Actually that makes sense,” said Logan. “Like as not if I had a mind to as Roinad I could change the name of the place.”

 

“And as Roinad you could make it bigger or smaller,” said Autumn. “You could wage war with Wase and make Aferraron bigger or you could give Aferraron to the Karoi of Neander and make it disappear altogether. Doubtless many would continue to believe the land was Aferraron but children would be taught otherwise and in time all would believe that your village of Biasdo was in Neander and always has been.”

 

“'Tis a mighty concept,” said Logan thoughtfully. He put the grass stalk, now battered and limp, into his mouth and chewed it for a few moments. “Still, as I recall you wanted to talk about money. How does all this help you understand that, eh?”

 

“Ahh, yes, money,” said Autumn. “It came to me this morning. Money is much the same as what we have been talking of. It exists only in the mind.”

 




Chapter Twenty Two

 

“I was about to say that money seems real enough to me,” said Logan after a few moments, “but then Aferraron and Roinads do as well although money is a sight more useful. Yes, Pakam?”

 

“Forgive my interrupting, Highness,” said Pakam, halting a short distance away. Clearly he'd finished repairing his shoes as he now wore them. 

 

“As I said before there is no need to call me Highness,” said Logan, a little impatiently. “Just call me Logan.”

 

“I am unworthy of such condescension, Highness,” said Pakam, bowing before him. “I was, however, contemplating our meagre food supplies and I am appalled that we have nothing but raw roots and water for your Highness.”

 

“Aye, well, some bread would be nice,” said Logan, glancing at Autumn, “but that is all we have.”

 

“Indeed, Highness,” said Pakam. “I venture there is better food in the village yonder.” He twisted to point down the slope to the village some way off. “With your permission I shall visit and try to obtain more appropriate sustenance. I expect they will have meat and the like.”

 

“We have no money, Pakam,” said Logan. “Tefkuu's men took what we had and in our present circumstances 'twould be best not to draw attention to ourselves through stealing.”

 

“I have some money, Highness,” said Pakam diffidently. “I would be happy to make a small loan to your Highness.” His emphasis on 'loan' was slight but undeniably there.

 

“How so?” asked Autumn. “They went through everything including my pack and Logan's blanket and I saw them take your rings. How is it they did not relieve you of your money as well?”

 

“I sewed some coins into the hem of my tunic, Lady,” said Pakam, “before we left Aferraron as the people in distant lands such as Sassese'lte cannot be trusted. The coins were a precaution in case of emergency and I fancy this is such an emergency. They are paraks, of course, but doubtless someone in the village will be willing to exchange them for bans.”

 

“What are bans?” asked Logan.

 

“They are the money of Sassese'lte, Highness,” said Pakam.

 

“Oh yes, I'd forgotten,” said Logan. “What say you, Autumn?”

 

“Some food would be useful,” said Autumn. “We need to be prepared in case Baeng does not arrive with his ship and we have to walk all the way to Tafa'ul. I fancy something better for Pakam's feet would be good as well. I think it would be unwise, however, for Pakam to go into the village alone. We know not whether the villagers are friendly. After all, they live not far from Tefkuu's base and may well be in league with him.”

 

“Ahh, so you think they might take Pakam hostage?” asked Logan.

 

“'Tis possible,” said Autumn. “It is likely that word of our escape has not yet reached this far but it is possible and there is also a risk that there may be some in the village who seek to relieve a solitary stranger of his money and Pakam is not best equipped to defend himself.”

 

“But we need food!” exclaimed Pakam. “Raw roots be barely fit for a pig!”

 

“An arguable point,” said Autumn, “as Logan and I have eaten raw roots many times on our travels and have not suffered. I was not, however, saying we should not go in search of food. I was merely pointing out it would be best if you do not go alone, Pakam. The three of us together are less likely to be an attractive target.”

 

“Ahh,” said Pakam, “and you, Lady, will be able to protect us all if there is trouble.”

 

“'Tis more likely that she will give your money away to someone in need,” said Logan with a laugh. “Especially as she is now convinced that money exists only in the mind.”

 

“Give it away?” exclaimed Pakam in horror.

 

“You do me an injustice, Logan,” said Autumn. “I am not convinced of any such thing. I merely wish to continue our discussion in the hope of clarifying things in my mind.”

 

“'Twas only a joke,” said Logan, “although you must admit that you have given our money away before.”

 

“Aye, but not someone else's” said Autumn. “'Twould be wrong of me to give Pakam's money to someone else without Pakam's agreement.”

 

“I am pleased to hear that, Lady,” said Pakam. “Greatly pleased.”

 

“And doubtless that is why you mentioned a loan,” said Logan drily.

 

“Alas I have not a fortune with which to entertain the Roinad,” said Pakam hastily. “If I had then I would spare no expense in your honour.”

 

“Doubtless,” said Logan. “Ah well. I imagine Hysleria will be happy to pay you back when we get to Tafa'ul.”

 

“You are most generous to a humble tailor, Highness,” said Pakam, bowing once again.

 

“Oh at least stop bowing!” exclaimed Logan, rolling his eyes. “Calling me Highness all the time is bad enough but all this bowing is getting on my nerves!”

 

“You would prefer I knelt, Highness?” asked Pakam.

 

“I would prefer you stood like a normal person,” said Logan.

 

“As you wish, Highness,” said Pakam, looking ill at ease. “If I may venture another suggestion?”

 

“Of course,” said Logan.

 

“There is a possibility that Baeng will not arrive with his ship,” said Pakam. “The Lady referred to this when she declared we would need provisions for our walk to Tafa'ul. Might it not be an idea to enquire in the village if someone with a boat would be willing to take us to Tafa'ul instead? It would be more fitting for your Highness to travel by boat than be forced to walk such a distance.”

 

“If you have enough money,” said Autumn. “'Tis my experience that them as have boats be unwilling to take passengers any great distance without at least a proportion of the payment in advance. 'Tis worth enquiring, however. Shall we go now? Astauand is almost at its peak and the village is still some way off.”

 

“Aye, might as well,” said Logan, getting to his feet. “Do you think Baeng might turn up tomorrow?”

 

“Perhaps,” said Autumn, also rising. “If he does not then I venture we should move on the next day anyway as he said for we cannot wait indefinitely. With Aloidia's aid he and his men managed to get away unharmed but there is always the possibility that they did not. It is even possible that Tefkuu anticipated such a plan and is even now sailing the ship this way to catch us.”

 

“Aye, I was worried about that as well,” said Logan as they marched down the slope of the promontory. “I have even thought that if the ship arrives and we can see Baeng and his men that Tefkuu may have his men hidden around the ship ready to grab us when we go on board. I have not thought of a way around that as yet.”

 

“I fancy the only feasible way would be to stay hidden and watch the ship for a time,” said Autumn, “unless Baeng is able to give us a sign that there is danger aboard. That said, any lack of such a sign cannot be taken as meaning it is safe to do so. 'Tis a quandary.”

 

“Aye,” said Logan, glancing behind to check on Pakam as he limped along on his blistered feet. He lowered his voice. “Do you suppose Pakam meant to tell us of procuring a boat?”

 

“Why do you say that?” asked Autumn, keeping her voice low as well.

 

“Only I noticed he did not mention a boat until after learning we would go with him,” said Logan quietly. “'Twould have been easy to suggest at the beginning that he go in search of a boat as well as food but he only talked of food.”

 

“I did not notice that,” said Autumn, frowning, “and if I had I would have put it down to him just being hungry. Why would he find a boat for just himself and not for us as well? Aside from anything else I am sure Hysleria would not be forgiving if Pakam turned up in Tafa'ul alone.”

 

“Aye, you're most likely right,” said Logan. “I wager I'm just being suspicious because I don't like him but as you say, Hysleria will not be impressed and there is always the possibility that we will arrive later and accuse him of abandoning us.”

 

* * *

 

Astauand was more than half way down the second half of Its travels through the sky when they arrived at the outskirts of the village. It was not a prosperous looking place but at the same time it carried no aura of poverty and deprivation. The buildings, perhaps thirty in number, were mostly made of shaped pieces of dried mud although three or four had the look of woven branches with mud plastered over them. Perhaps a dozen buildings were ranged around where the stream flowed through a stony beach and the others were dotted along the foreshore. If the village ever held a market it was not clear where the market would sit, unless it was put in a field behind one of the dwellings or on the stony beach itself.

 

“Greetings,” called Autumn when she spotted a woman kneeling half hidden among the crop growing in one such field. The plants could have been enmern but were taller and had a pinkish hue.

 

The woman poked her head above the plants and looked around. She spotted Autumn and sat up straighter, a questioning look on her face.

 

“Greetings,” called Autumn again, raising her hand in a friendly wave. “I am Autumn and my companions are Logan and Pakam. We are travellers passing through.”

 

The woman looked around again in case Autumn was addressing someone behind her then she stood up and slowly walked over. She carried a two pronged stick in one had which was thick with earth.

 

“I am Elandima,” she said, pushing her hair away from her face. “Strangers, hey. Been a while since we saw the last.”

 

Much of her hair was tied with a stalk behind her head like Autumn's but a fair amount had come loose as she worked in the field. There were streaks of earth in her hair as well as on her face from her frequent brushing away of her hair with dirty hands but it was apparent she was in her early middle stages of life as her face was not yet wrinkled and her body sturdy.

 

“What village is this?” asked Autumn.

 

“'Tis our village,” she said, “and we call it home although others call it Rhabir for some reason. So, why are you here?”

 

“We seek only food,” said Autumn.

 

“Oh yes,” said Elandima. “So where are you from?”

 

“A place called Aferraron,” said Autumn.

 

“Never heard of it,” she said and pushed her hair out of her face again. “So you be tax collectors or something?”

 

“Not at all,” said Autumn. “We are merely following the coast on our journey through this land. We seek nothing save some food.”

 

“Oh yes,” she said. “We had a tax collector here once, him and his mates. Ohh, five, six summers past it were. They be buried out the back somewhere, I forget where exactly. So why are you here?”

 

“As I say, we are looking for food,” said Autumn. “Perhaps it would be best if we move on. I apologise for disturbing you.”

 

“Food eh?” said Elandima. “Harvest be a while yet. You be staying long?”

 

“No,” said Autumn, glancing at Logan who had a slightly puzzled look on his face. “We will move on before dark.”

 

“Don't you like it here then?” asked Elandima, lifting her forked stick to scratch her neck. “Shame. I think it be best place in the whole world, although I ain't actually been anywhere else so mayhap I be wrong. Doubt it though.”

 

“I'm sure Rhabir is a very nice place,” said Autumn carefully. “Umm, it was nice meeting you.”

 

“Oh? You be leaving already?” she asked, blinking in surprise. “Ain't you going to wait for the harvest? There be food aplenty then.”

 

“When will the harvest be?” asked Logan.

 

“Ohhh, 'nother two, three moons,” said Elandima, picking a piece of earth from her forked stick. “Maybe a little sooner if there be rain.” A small worm emerged from the piece of earth and Elandima studied it closely then giggled. “'Tis a worm,” she said, holding the earth out for Logan to look at.

 

“And a healthy looking worm it is,” said Logan, looking at Autumn for reassurance. “Very fine indeed.”

 

“You be right at that,” said Elandima. She gently pulled the worm out. “This be food if you want it.”

 

“Ahh, umm, very kind of you,” said Logan. “Sadly it is too small for the three of us.”

 

“Reckon so,” said Elandima as she put the worm back on the piece of earth. “Temis says worms be bad for you anyway. You want me to find some more?”

 

“Thank you, no,” said Autumn. “Best we be on our way. 'Twas a pleasure meeting you.”

 

“Temis will be sorry to have missed you,” said Elandima, breaking the piece of earth apart to see where the worm had gone. It fell on the ground and she giggled again.

 

“Where is Temis?” asked Autumn.

 

“Who wants to know?” demanded Elandima, her mood suddenly changing. She raised her forked stick threateningly.

 

“'Tis no matter,” said Autumn, taking half a step back. “We shall leave now.”

 

“Where did that worm go?” asked Elandima, squatting down to run her fingers through the grass at her feet. “Nice wormy, come to Elandima, there's a good little wormy wormy.”

 

All three backed away quietly and Elandima, engrossed in her search, took no notice.

 

“Umm, interesting place,” said Logan quietly.

 

“I expect there are others here,” said Autumn, looking around. “Ahh, that woman is watching us. Come.”

 

She marched over to the next but one dwelling where a woman leaned against her corner post with her arms folded. She was watching them with unabashed curiosity.

 

“Greetings,” said Autumn as she got closer.

 

“See you met Elandima,” said the woman, not unfolding her arms or straightening from the corner post. “Nice enough lass but not easy with strangers.”

 

“So it seemed,” said Autumn. “My name is Autumn and my companions are Logan and Pakam.”

 

“I be Wenowa,” said Wenowa. “Sister of Elandima and Temis' father. Be you tax collectors?”

 

“No,” said Autumn. “We are merely travellers passing through Rhabir.”

 

“How nice,” said Wenowa. “Travellers, eh. I was a traveller once. Went all the way to the edge of Ghabat Kathifa and back. You been that far?”

 

“We know of it,” said Autumn. “'Tis a fair way I understand.”

 

“That it is,” said Wenowa. “I was happy to get back home, so I was. So why be you here?”

 

“We are looking for food,” said Autumn.

 

“Oh yes,” said Wenowa. “What sort of food? Worms be not to your taste, eh?” She laughed.

 

“Ahh, no,” said Autumn, wondering what sort of village this was. She vigorously suppressed a memory of Cheilith.21

 

 

“Elandima has a fascination with worms,” said Wenowa. “Can't say as it be healthy but it don't seem to do her no harm. Rest of us be eating fish most of the time. You want some?”

 

“Fish would be very nice,” said Autumn with just the faintest of hints of relief in her voice.

 

“I got some dried fish you can have,” said Wenowa, “or if you don't mind waiting a bit for the boats to come back there likely be fresh fish. Ain't promising mind. With the wind from the south like it is the catches be smaller and sometimes none at all.”

 

“The dried fish is for when there is no catch?” asked Autumn.

 

“So it is,” said Wenowa, “but let no one say that Wenowa be stingy when there be strangers in need.”

 

“Then we shall wait for the boats to return,” said Autumn. “I would not want you to go hungry.”

 

“Oh no chance of that,” said Wenowa. “There be plenty of windiri if you be liking bread. 'Tis nice boiled and mashed as well.”

 

“Perhaps a little bread if you have some to spare,” said Autumn, sensing Logan perk up.

 

“Ain't got none,” said Wenowa and Logan's heart sank. “Although be quick enough to make some seeing as how travellers like you don't have a fire. Come inside.”

 

She levered herself away from the corner post and disappeared inside the dwelling. Autumn hesitated then went inside as well. Logan followed then backed out again when it became apparent that there wasn't really enough room inside for a third person. Aside from a small stone hearth with a fire and a pile of grasses most likely used for a bed there wasn't much else.

 

“There seem to be few people about,” said Autumn as Wenowa mixed some pink flour from a large mud pot with water.

 

“Most of the menfolk be out fishing and the womenfolk and little 'uns be in the fields,” said Wenowa, shaping the dough into round cakes and putting them on a flat stone in the fire to cook. “Those that ain't be mostly inside doing things.”

 

“And your man?” asked Autumn. “He is fishing?”

 

“Ain't got one,” said Wenowa. “He be drowned last winter. Big storm hit us while he were still at sea.”

 

“Ah, I am sorry for your loss,” said Autumn.

 

“Makes no never mind,” said Wenowa, checking under one of the cakes to see if it was browning. “No great loss. He were a brute of a man and no mistaking.”

 

“I see,” said Autumn, unsure what to say next.

 

Apparently the cakes were cooked sufficiently so Wenowa used a flat stick to flip them over.

 

“So where you be travelling next?” asked Wenowa. “Reckon there ain't much of interest in Ghabat Kathifa unless you be right partial to trees and hydrabeardis.”

 

“We have a fancy to head for Tafa'ul,” said Autumn. “Do you think one of the men would take us there in his boat?”

 

“Tafa'ul?” said Wenowa, looking at her in the light of the fire. “Aye, reckon as how I've heard of the place. Seem to remember them tax collectors said they was from there although can't say as I know where it is. Long way off, I'll be bound. Still, Temis'll know. He be a footloose lad when he was young and went off to all sorts of strange places. Aye, reckon if anyone know it be Temis.”

 




Chapter Twenty Three

 

“Wenowa said to look for a man that looks like Elandima,” said Autumn as they sat on the beach watching the boats coming in. “Temis is Elandima's brother.”

 

Logan sat beside Autumn as usual and Pakam was sitting two or three paces away, within earshot but not taking part in the conversation. He looked bedraggled and near his limits for nothing in his previous life had prepared him for these ordeals. The life of a tailor is generally a peaceable one and most often involves sitting indoors, out of the weather. Such disputes as arise from time to time can usually be resolved by a little cutting and sewing or an adjustment in price. These past few days had been not only beyond his imagination but far far outside his experience and comfort. It didn't help that the hem of his tunic now looked tattered as he had unpicked the stitching to retrieve his coins but had not yet had time to re-sew it.

 

“Which would make him Wenowa's nephew as well, would it not?” asked Logan, “her being Elandima's father's sister?”

 

“I dare say,” said Autumn as an incoming wave touched the top of her shadow, elongated grotesquely from the setting orb of Astauand behind them. “I did not enquire further into their relationship although this is a small place and by all accounts gets few visitors. Doubtless even fewer stay.”

 

“Let us hope he is more sensible than his sister,” remarked Logan.

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn. “Do you think that man in the second boat could be him?”

 

“Perhaps,” said Logan. “'Tis difficult to make out his features but he shares a similar build to Elandima and has the same colouring. The one in the first boat is too dark and the one in the third is too big. Elandima was sturdy but not over large. I cannot see who is in the other two as they still have their sails up.”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “'Twould seem there is no shortage of boats though. There are more further out. 'Twould seem strange for if each has a good catch then this little village will be inundated with fish. I wonder what they do with them for there is no sign of a market and Wenowa gave no hint of trade with other villages.”

 

“Like as not the fishing in these parts is poor,” said Logan, juggling a couple of pebbles in his hand. “Mayhap they need so many boats if the catch for each is only enough for that fisherman's family.”

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn, watching as the man in the first boat skilfully negotiated the incoming waves and brought his boat to a rasping crash on the pebbles.

 

He leapt out as the withdrawing wave left the boat stranded then started to haul it further up the beach with a rope. The man who might be Temis landed a little further along and he too jumped out and helped the first to haul the boat. They dragged it perhaps a boat length up the beach then both went back to haul on the second. The third boat slewed sideways on top of a wave as the breeze caught it and the wave half turned it over before depositing it ungracefully on the beach. The fisherman swore as the boat rolled back onto its keel and the first two laughed and exchanged remarks that were likely not complimentary. The other two boats nearby were still a little way out to sea and were dropping their sails in preparation for their arrival.

 

“Let us speak with them,” said Autumn, rising to her feet. “I fancy lashing their boats to those posts means they are finished for the day. You too, Pakam.”

 

With a groan Pakam got stiffly to his feet and picked his way across the pebbles as he followed Autumn and Logan. At the sound of their approach all three men looked round from watching the remaining two navigate the surf and eyed them.

 

“Greetings,” said Autumn, passing her staff to Logan. “My name is Autumn and my companions are Logan and Pakam. Was your day successful?”

 

“Strangers, eh?” grunted the darker of the three. “Be you wanting fish or what?”

 

“We are looking for Temis,” said Autumn.

 

“Oh yeah?” said the large one, turning to face them squarely. “Can't say as I know anyone by that name.”

 

“Wenowa said Temis would be on one of the boats,” said Autumn.

 

“And why would she say a thing like that?” asked the one who looked a little like Elandima.

 

“Perhaps it is because she is his aunt,” said Logan drily, “and knows who he is.”

 

“Well, reckon she might know at that, then,” said the man. “Why you be looking for him?”

 

“Wenowa said Temis would likely know where Tafa'ul is and be willing to take us there,” said Autumn.

 

“Tafa'ul?” said the man, scratching his head. “It be down south aways. You be tax collectors or something?”

 

“No,” said Autumn. “We are travellers and seek only passage to Tafa'ul. A ship may be coming to fetch us but it is uncertain. If the ship does not arrive in the morning we were hoping Temis or another would be willing to take us to Tafa'ul in its place. We will pay Temis or whoever is willing to take us there, of course.”

 

“A ship, hey?” said the big man. “Ain't seen no sign of any ship out there and if it ain't close enough to see then it won't be here by morning. What you reckon, lads?”

 

“Well, reckon as how they don't look like trouble,” said the darker one. “Her being a girl and that little one looking like something a hydrabeardi spat out.” He looked Autumn squarely in the eye. “I am Temis.”

 

The one that looked a little like Elandima smacked him hard on the back of his head.

 

“Don't you be listening to this turd,” he exclaimed. “He ain't Temis and he don't have any idea where Tafa'ul is.”

 

“Yes I do,” exclaimed the darker man, rubbing the back of his head. “It be down south like you said.”

 

“Aye, but how far?” the other man asked. “Answer me that.”

 

“Can't say as I rightly remember,” said the darker man, “but shouldn't be too hard to find. Big place or so I hear.”

 

“I fancy you are Temis,” said Autumn, “for you bear more than a passing resemblance to Elandima.”

 

“For my sins,” said Temis, grinning. “So how much are we talking about here?”

 

“How much do you want?” asked Autumn, glancing at Pakam.

 

“Oh, I dunno,” he said. “Can't say as I've ever had passengers before and there ain't much call for coins round here. How does three bans each sound?”

 

“Pakam, 'tis your money,” said Autumn. “What say you?”

 

“I have no bans,” said Pakam. “Will you take paraks?”

 

“Paraks? What are they?” asked Temis, frowning.

 

“They are the coins of Aferraron,” said Pakam, holding out a few coins. “That is where we are from.”

 

“Aferraron, hey,” said Temis. “What be people from Aferraron be doing here?”

 

“Seeking passage to Tafa'ul so we may return to Aferraron,” said Autumn. “Will you accept paraks or is there anything else we can offer?”

 

The large man muttered something in Temis' ear and Temis nodded. “Mayhap,” he muttered and glanced out to sea. The other boats that had been further out were fast approaching and the leaders were dropping their sails. They looked to be larger boats and had several people on board.

 

“Paraks it is, then,” said Temis, reaching a decision. “Dunno what paraks be worth in bans but how many have you got?”

 

“Ten,” said Pakam, holding out the coins again so Temis could see them.

 

“Sounds a lot,” said Temis. “Be two, three days to get there and another two at least to get back so that be, what, seven days without fishing?”

 

“Five days,” said Logan, “and doubtless you can catch some fish on the way back.”

 

“Well, there is that,” said Temis. “Five, hey? How do you reckon that?”

 

“Three days to get there and two back,” said Logan. “Three and two is five, not seven.”

 

“You be certain of that?” asked Temis, scowling. 

 

“Yes,” said Logan. “Look.” He picked up a handful of pebbles and put three on the side of Temis' boat. “That be three, agreed?”

 

“Aye,” said Temis, watching him closely.

 

“And here be two more,” said Logan, putting two more pebbles with the other three. “How many are there now?”

 

“Umm, seven?” guessed Temis.

 

“There be six,” growled the big man. “Or mayhap five like the lad says but not seven, numbskull.”

 

“Actually it matters not,” said Autumn and all three looked at her. “We desire passage to Tafa'ul and Pakam here has ten paraks. All that matters is whether you will take us for those paraks or not.”

 

“Well, can't say as I rightly be sure,” said Temis, worriedly. “Can't say as I know now whether it be taking seven days or five or six or mayhap even eight or what. 'Tis a problem and then there be these parak thing confusing me even more. Mayhap these here paraks be just a fancy word for nothing much at all and you be tax collectors after all.”

 

“We are most definitely not tax collectors,” said Autumn, starting to get confused herself. “We want to give you money not take any away.”

 

“That be just as well,” said the darker man. “Seeing as how we ain't got any, be they bans or paraks or pretty shells.”

 

“He be saying the truth of it,” said the big man. “If you be wanting pretty shells you'll best be going further north not south. Shells down south be right unpretty and some have pointy bits which hurt like buggery.”

 

“We don't want shells,” said Autumn, frowning. “All we want is passage to Tafa'ul but this seems to be a request that is fast becoming a difficulty.”

 

“Why don't you ask them?” asked the darker man, nudging Temis and nodding behind Autumn. “Like as not one of them will know what a parak is.”

 

“'Tis a thought,” said Temis, looking over Autumn's shoulder. “They be playing with all sorts of things from all sorts of places. Autumn you said your name was?”

 

“Yes,” said Autumn. “I am Autumn and these are Logan and Pakam.”

 

“Nice name,” he said, grinning. “Pretty name for a pretty girl although can't say the same for them two.” He laughed. “You hold on here a bit and I be having a talk with them over there then, when I be back, we be sorting out what's what, eh?”

 

“As you wish,” said Autumn with a faint air of resignation.

 

“Right then,” said Temis. “And don't none of you be taking my fish while I'm gone, neither.”

 

“We will not,” confirmed Autumn as Logan glanced in Temis' boat. There were two smallish fish lying on the bottom. There was only one in the darker man's boat and he couldn't see inside the big man's boat from where he stood.

 

Temis ambled off to talk to the others whose boats were still arriving. Autumn glanced back and saw that two boats were beached, one was in the surf and two others were beginning their approach. It was difficult to see what the men looked like as Astauand was now below the horizon but there seemed to be a lot of people milling around.

 

“I wager some from the village have come down to see the catch,” said Autumn, turning back to face Logan.

 

“What did you say?” asked Logan, looking up from watching Pakam count his coins again.

 

“I said there seem to be a lot of people over there,” said Autumn. “Likely people from the village have come down to see how many fish have been caught.”

 

“Probably,” said Logan. “With Aloidia's aid they have caught more fish than Temis or there will be some hungry bellies tonight.”

 

There was a crunch of pebbles behind and Autumn heard Temis' voice saying “it be these three here what have the paraks”. She turned to greet whoever was joining them. A hope that this person would be more able to make decisions crossed her mind but she suppressed it as uncharitable.

 

“Tefkuu!” she exclaimed and dropped instantly into her defensive posture, grabbing her staff from Logan and pushing him away at the same time.

 

“You!” exclaimed Tefkuu, frozen in surprise.

 

“What?” exclaimed Logan, barely managing to stop himself falling over.

 

“Oh no,” groaned Pakam despairingly.

 

“Get off the beach,” ordered Autumn, backing away from Tefkuu. “Both of you. Now!”

 

“To me!” shouted Tefkuu, waving his arms. “Everyone to me! This be the ones we be looking for!”

 

“Run, Logan,” cried Autumn, sensing Logan was still behind her. She brought up her staff as the fastest of Tefkuu's men arrived.

 

“Grab her,” shouted Tefkuu, “and him,” as Logan hesitated, his staff outstretched as Autumn had taught him. Pakam stuffed his coins inside his tunic and jumped into Temis' boat, hoping no one had seen him. Desperately he pulled the collapsed sail over himself, wishing that he'd never been born. Temis and the other two melted into the darkness. Whatever was going on, and they had no idea what, it was none of their business and paraks weren't worth the effort of getting involved.

 

“Stay back,” said Autumn, pointing her staff at Tefkuu as three more men arrived beside him. Another came splashing through the swell and two more were circling higher up the beach. “I do not desire to hurt anyone but …” and two of those in front jumped on her.

 

She twirled and kicked one in the chest while lashing round with her staff to hit the other. She missed as he jumped back just in time but she dropped the end of her staff and pivoted on it to launch a foot at one who was hurrying down from higher up. At the same moment Logan saw the one coming in from the surf and jabbed hard with his staff. It caught the man on his shoulder and jerked him sideways so he tumbled head first into the side of the darker fisherman's boat. Stunned he fell back, clutching his head and moaning.

 

“Logan! Run!” shouted Autumn, glancing behind her to see where he was. “There are more coming!”

 

Sure enough, at least ten more men were advancing along the beach and others were jumping out of the boats that had not yet landed. They knew not what the situation was but the shouting from the beach told of some difficulty and they did not want to miss any of the action. After all, Tefkuu had promised each of them a large reward for catching the Roinad and avarice is a substantial motivator for even the most softhearted pirate.

 

“I will not leave you!” shouted Logan, turning to face another man who was advancing in the gloom, his sword raised.

 

“You must not be captured!” shouted Autumn as a bow twanged and an arrow passed through her to embed itself with a heavy thud in the boat behind her.

 

“No arrows!” shouted Tefkuu. “I want them both alive!”

 

“Oh Sploop!” exclaimed Logan, his eyes on the sword as the man advanced towards him.

 

He quickly glanced over to see Autumn somersault backwards as two men tried to jump on her. She landed on her back on the pebbles then rolled sideways and lashed out with her foot at the leg of one of them. He cried out and collapsed, clutching at his leg.

 

The man lunged forward, aiming his sword at Logan's thigh. Logan managed to slash his staff down in time to deflect it and the sword clattered noisily on the stones. Jerking his staff back up, Logan managed to catch the man under his chin and his head jerked back, his jaw broken. He collapsed in a heap, his part in this affray now over.

 

“Go Logan!” shouted Autumn, just as five men jumped on her.

 

Again Logan hesitated then, telling himself that five men were well within Autumn's capabilities, he turned and ran, heading for the dark shadows of the dwellings that sat at the top of the beach.

 

The five men made a mistake. Had they had a chance to confer and plan beforehand, each would have grabbed Autumn in different places. One around the ankles, others her knees, her waist, chest and head, but they hadn't had time. Each grabbed for what they could reach meaning that three got in each other's way and Autumn was able to chop down with both hands, putting two out of contention. The remaining two, however, pinned her legs and the fifth was able to topple her backwards. Unfortunately for him his grip was not strong enough and, as she fell, Autumn threw him behind her then lashed out at one of the two trapping her legs. She intended only to grab the neck of his shirt and pull him away but his hair was long and she succeeded only in ripping off a large part of his scalp. He screamed and lashed out, hitting the other at the same time Autumn broke that man's shoulder with her freed foot.

 

Released from their embrace she somersaulted backwards while pushing up with her hands above her shoulders and landed on her feet. Dropping instantly into her defensive stance she spun round and counted eight men ringed around her with their swords drawn and pointing at her. Two more stood a little further back with flaming torches in their hands.

 

“Yield,” demanded Tefkuu, pushing two of the circle aside so he stood between them. “You are vastly outnumbered and defeat is inevitable.”

 

Slowly Autumn came out of her stance and stood straight and relaxed, adjusting her footing slightly on the slippery stones. She noticed the end of her staff just behind one of the men standing next to Tefkuu.

 

“I count only nine, including yourself, Tefkuu,” she said calmly. “I would not call that outnumbered.”

 

“Brave words,” said Tefkuu, stepping forward a little. “Where is the lad?”

 

“He is over there,” said Autumn, pointing in the opposite direction to which Logan had run.

 

Inevitably Tefkuu looked that way even though he had no chance of seeing Logan in the darkness. More to the point Autumn knew he would look and spun round to kick him in the belly. At the same time she dropped to the ground and grabbed her staff. Continuing the roll she lashed up and over with the staff and caught the man opposite on his head. As Tefkuu was thrown back by the force of her kick he grabbed the man next to him, pulling him over and giving Autumn room to get up again. The remaining men surged forward and Autumn flailed at them with her staff, feet, knees and one hand, injuring or rendering unconscious four of them. Of the remaining three, one was stabbed in the side by the sword of one who was thrown backwards. The other two jumped on her but she spun out of reach and kicked one in the face while smashing her staff against the thigh of the other. One of the two with torches dropped his torch and lunged but Autumn broke his front teeth with her elbow without even bothering to look at him. The other torch bearer, with no little courage given what he'd just witnessed, slowly advanced towards her, weaving his torch in a way he thought would be a frightening distraction.

 

It was not. Autumn backed away from him in order to give herself a moment or two to assess the others now surging along the beach from the last two boats. She had not been able to do her exercises for the past two days and, though she would never have admitted this to herself, this skirmish had been a welcome opportunity to practice her skills. 

 

“Perhaps you would like it better if I took my clothes off,” she said, looking back at the man with the torch.

 

“You what?” exclaimed the man, jerking upright in surprise.

 

“Catch!” exclaimed Autumn and kicked the torch out of his hand. The flame touched the man's shirt and he started to shout and slap himself as the shirt burnt. Autumn jumped forward to grab the man and threw him into the sea.

 

“Over here!” shouted Tefkuu, clutching his belly and trying to wave at the men running towards him. “Over here!”

 

“More will serve no purpose,” thought Autumn and she turned and ran in the direction she'd last seen Logan go.

 

Stopping in the lee of one of the dwellings she turned and saw that more torches had been lit and at least seven torches were now moving about the beach in search of her and Logan. One torch was coming almost directly toward her and another was coming the same way but veering more to seaward. Listening carefully, Autumn could hear only the sound of the sea on the beach and of feet on the pebbles. Of those in the village there was not one murmur, save that of a baby some distance away.

 

Cautiously she edged along the side of the dwelling, taking care not to touch the wall in case those inside should raise the alarm. At the corner of the hut she paused and peered around. She saw nothing so she flitted across to the next dwelling. Again she paused at the corner and peered around. Again she saw nothing. 

 

“Logan,” she whispered. “Where are you?”

 

There was no reply so she flitted across to the next hut, the last but one in the beach top row. Again she made her way along and peered round the corner.

 

“Logan,” she whispered. “Are you there?”

 

“I'm here,” came the faintest of voices and a dark smudge against a dark background moved.

 

“Are you hurt?” whispered Autumn, moving towards the smudge.

 

“No,” whispered Logan. “Umm, why did you offer to take your clothes off?”

 

“'Twas just a ruse,” she whispered, reaching out to touch him. “Doubtless he was not expecting such an offer.”

 

“Did it work?” whispered Logan, reaching out to hug her.

 

“Aye, well enough,” whispered Autumn. “Best we be gone from here though. I know not how many are still arriving and they are looking for us with torches. Where is Pakam?”

 




Chapter Twenty Four

 

“I know not,” whispered Logan then froze when he heard voices.

 

Autumn cautiously peered around the corner of the dwelling then pulled back a moment later. She felt for Logan's head then brought her lips up to one ear.

 

“They have started searching the huts,” she breathed. “The other group coming this way is going further up the beach. Come.”

 

She edged her way to the back corner of the hut and peered around. There was another torch light some distance away. It wasn't moving which suggested it was at one of the huts further from the beach.

 

“This way,” she whispered. “We will follow the ones on the beach but stay on the grass. They will hear us on the pebbles.

 

“Why not head away from the beach?” whispered Logan as quietly as he could over the thumping of his heart.

 

“'Tis better if we are behind those searching,” whispered Autumn. “We need a place for you to hide while I go back to find Pakam.”

 

“Oh Sploop!” mouthed Logan. “Damned fool!”

 

“Come,” whispered Autumn, pulling on his hand. “They are getting closer.”

 

She slipped from the deeper darkness of the hut and disappeared into the slightly lighter darkness of the night. Trying to breathe silently, Logan followed in a crouch, his ears and eyes focused on the tiniest of sounds she made, grimly aware he was not so quiet.

 

Perhaps forty paces on, perhaps more, perhaps less, it was difficult to judge when in a crouch and Logan wasn't counting anyway, Autumn's faint sounds suddenly stopped. Logan froze, unable to decide if she'd stopped moving or if he'd lost her. Something light touched his face and he nearly screamed.

 

“'Tis a hollow,” she whispered in his ear. “You lie here and stay down. I will look for Pakam.”

 

“No!” whispered Logan as forcefully as he could. “They will catch you!”

 

“Shhh!” whispered Autumn, putting her hand over his mouth. “'Twould be wrong to leave him where there remains a possibility he has not been retaken. Did you see which direction he went?” She took her hand away and bent forward.

 

“I saw him jump inside one of the boats,” whispered Logan. “I think it was Temis' but I did not see where he went after.”

 

“Well, 'tis a start at least,” whispered Autumn. “Mayhap he had the good sense to stay inside and cover himself with something. You stay here and keep your head down. Plakill will rise soon and that will aid Tefkuu's men.”

 

“What if you don't come back?” whispered Logan desperately.

 

“I will come back,” whispered Autumn, “and you can be sure no harm will come to me. They want us alive do not forget. Stay low, stay silent.”

 

There was the faintest of rustling of grass then all was silent, save the distant voices as Tefkuu's men continued to visit every dwelling in Rhabir. Logan reached out, feeling for Autumn but she wasn't there. He stilled his urge to go hurrying after her but stared into the darkness trying to see her. Nervously he forced himself to squat on his heels, wondering what to do.

 

“Stay out of sight, she said,” he muttered and reached out to feel around the edges of the hollow. It wasn't deep or long and it curved around the knob of a tree root. There was, as far as he could tell, a fair amount of grasses and shrubs along the top which would help to hide him and, if there was a tree root, there was probably a tree although he couldn't see one silhouetted against the sky.

 

“Perhaps 'tis just a stump,” he thought as he lay down, the root knob pressing into his back. As a precaution, however, he put the end of his staff in his armpit and gripped it so he could swing it up and round if he had to. The feel of the smooth wood and the presence of Fiau inside it reassured him. Not much, admittedly, but enough for him to begin to relax slowly. Until, that is, he distinctly heard a voice, seemingly right beside him, saying “Well that be that, Wacau. Reckon we best be getting back.”

 

“Oh Sploop,” he muttered, clutching his staff tightly. “They're going back to the boats! Where is Autumn? Where can she be?”

 

Cautiously he raised himself on his elbow, his staff arm tensed and ready to lash out. He peered around but there was nothing to see although the sound of two pairs of feet stepping onto the stony beach not far away made him jerk back.

 

“Must be them as were searching the houses,” he thought and tried not to think about the growing awareness in his bladder.

 

An eternity later, as his worry grew steadily stronger despite not hearing the sounds of a commotion or a fight, he heard feet on the pebbles of the beach. He sat up and saw the light of a fading torch heading in the direction of the boats.

 

“They are returning too,” he thought. “What can have happened to Autumn? Oh Sloop! What if she has returned and cannot find me? What if she went the wrong way? What if she is even now looking for me on the other side of the village?”

 

His anxiety now in full flow, Logan got to his knees and peered around. There was a faint glow in the clouds out to sea as Plakill began its rise but there was still not enough light to see.

 

“Autumn?” he called, as quietly as he could. “Can you hear me? Autumn? Are you there?”

 

Nothing, not even an owl hooting.

 

“Autumn?” he called, slightly louder. “Autumn?”

 

There was a faint rustle behind him and to his right and he twisted sharply to look. 

 

“Is that you, Autumn?” he whispered, getting to his feet. He held his staff at the ready just in case it wasn't. “Autumn?”

 

A hand clamped over his mouth and an arm pinned his arms tightly to his chest.

 

“Shhh,” whispered warm breath in his ear as he started to struggle. “They are still on the beach and may hear you.”

 

Logan sagged in relief and the arm pinning him dropped away. He twisted round and flung his arms around Autumn.

 

“Oh 'tis you, Autumn,” he whispered. “I was so worried!”

 

“As I was of you,” whispered Autumn. “I could hear your breathing five paces away! Come, let us be away from here.”

 

“What of Pakam?” whispered Logan.

 

“I fancy he is gone,” whispered Autumn. “One of the boats was gone when I got there and I wager it was Temis'. Moreover, although I stopped to listen to them talking there was no mention of Pakam. We are still not yet out of danger for Tefkuu is regrouping and devising fresh plans so we need to go. Come.”

 

* * *

 

Judging by the glow behind the clouds, Plakill was some way up Its path and Plifal above the horizon when Autumn found a cluster of trees. They had come some distance and she judged it safe enough to pass the remainder of the night there.

 

“Best not to make a fire,” she remarked as she led the way between the trees. “'Tis a dark night and a fire may yet be seen even at this distance. 'Tis possible Tefkuu has sent a search party this way as well although I suspect not.”

 

“Why not?” asked Logan.

 

“When I found the boat gone I crept over to another and stayed to listen,” said Autumn, settling herself on the ground. “I was concerned that in the affray I had caused overly much injury.”

 

“Surely not even you would go back and offer your aid?” asked Logan, aghast.

 

“For a moment, yes,” said Autumn, “but 'twas a foolish notion. Had I revealed myself there would have been another fight and more injuries. It was one of those occasions where offering aid would not have helped. Fortunately, from what I heard as Tefkuu and another tended those injured there were only four with serious injuries. One had a broken jaw, one lost part of his scalp and another had lost most if not all of his front teeth but none were life threatening although they will suffer much pain for some time. The fourth, sadly, is likely to die as he was caught by a sword and I heard Tefkuu's companion say his time had come. The others sounded fairly minor and, I was most relieved to hear, the one who caught fire suffered only small burns on his chest and shoulder.”

 

“You sound sorry,” said Logan with a touch of incredulity. “You bested, what, ten, fifteen men and only hurt four in the process? It beggars belief.”

 

“I am sorry, Logan,' said Autumn. “Were it not for my own foolishness the fight would never have happened in the first place. That said, I heard Tefkuu rue his own foolishness so I daresay I am not entirely to blame.”

 

“Foolishness?” exclaimed Logan. “You bested fifteen men and you call that foolishness?”

 

“Aye, I do, Logan,” said Autumn. “This has been a most remarkable learning experience for me for much as I was trained to always expect the unexpected I allowed myself to be distracted and trapped by my expectations and so was not prepared for the unexpected. 'Tis fortunate that when it happened Tefkuu was similarly trapped.”

 

“What are you talking about?” asked Logan, feeling confused. “We were attacked unexpectedly and you won! Is that not proof that your training was most excellent?”

 

“My training in fighting, yes,” said Autumn, “but the lesson in expectations was clearly deficient. We had been told by Wenowa the men were to return from fishing shortly so we went to wait for them. When they did indeed return, as was our expectation, I allowed myself to be distracted by a foolish discussion of paraks and pretty shells and assumed the other boats returning were also fishermen from the village. Given that we very likely to be being hunted by the pirates it was a most foolish thing to do. I should have expected the possibility that Tefkuu would come by sea to the village as doubtless he thought it likely that we would make for the coast but I did not.”

 

“Oh,” said Logan, frowning. “But what else could we have done, save not ask for passage to Tafa'ul in the first place?”

 

“Likely a better strategy would have been to wait for all the boats to land before approaching them,” said Autumn. “Or mayhap I should have noted the other boats were bigger and had more people in them and stayed out of sight until we had assessed them. I was foolish.”

 

“Pah!” exclaimed Logan. “You miss the essential point, however.”

 

“And what is that?” asked Autumn.

 

“They were looking for us,” said Logan, “and would doubtless have found us sooner or later. The only thing that surprises me here is that four have serious injuries as I know you work hard to not hurt anyone in a fight.”

 

“That was in large part because of the numbers,” said Autumn. “I was concerned about getting you to safety so when I saw another ten or more land and hurry to join the fight I had to bring it to an end with the fifteen already there. That said, I did not have a sword so I fancy the one who is dying is not by my hand and I have no recollection of hitting anyone's jaw. The lost teeth, yes, that was my doing as was the scalping but not the other two.”

 

“Actually, I think the broken jaw might have been me,” said Logan, thinking about it. “I do remember jerking my staff up and hitting someone under their chin.”

 

“Then I commend you, Logan,” said Autumn. “You disabled the man and ensured your safety without the loss of his life. Well done.”

 

“Most likely it was a lucky hit,” said Logan, cheerfully for he was always delighted with Autumn's praise. “But you said Tefkuu was also in error? How so, other than the grievous error of taking you on without an entire army at his back?”

 

“Ahh, yes, that was most intriguing,” said Autumn. “While I was listening I heard Tefkuu berating himself for his own foolishness and likely it is for that reason my own foolishness did not lead to our being recaptured. Do you recall how this started?”

 

“Not really,” said Logan. “Like you I was caught up in that conversation about pretty shells and trying to work out what that man was talking about.”

 

“Ahh, well it seems that Temis went to ask Tefkuu about the paraks when he landed,” said Autumn, “which is of itself interesting as it suggests Temis knew him. Regardless, from what I heard it seems that Tefkuu came to the village intending to spread out and search for us. It seems he expected that we had either not yet got as far as the village or had gone past it. He was most angry with himself for not expecting us to be waiting on the beach for him and it is fortunate for us that he did not. If he had then he would doubtless have jumped on us at first sight rather than come over to discuss paraks and likely his men would have jumped on you first, thereby rendering me powerless.”

 

“Oh you would still have won,” said Logan cheerfully. “You always do!”

 

“And that is a weakness in itself, Logan,” said Autumn, frowning. “Expecting to win because of past wins is great foolishness.”

 

“For others, mayhap,” said Logan with a laugh. “But for Autumn Savannah? No. You win because you are the best and your past wins are merely confirmation of that.”

 

“Not so, Logan,” said Autumn, holding up a cautionary finger. “I have told you many times that there will always be someone better than me and I have been bested many times in the past.”

 

“Aye, you are right,” said Logan, “at least about having told me that many times. The other I would dispute however. Still, the important thing is we got away. Are you sure about Pakam?”

 

“No,” said Autumn. “All I know is that Pakam is missing and so is one of the boats. You said you saw Pakam jump into a boat and I heard nothing in what Tefkuu said to make me think they captured him so 'tis likely that Pakam made off with the boat. 'Tis not certain, however, and even if he did we have no way of knowing his intentions. It might be he intends to come back after Tefkuu has gone to find us but equally he could have abandoned us or is now lost at sea.”

 

“So are you planning to go back to look for him again?” asked Logan.

 

“If he were still in the village or held captive by Tefkuu then I would give it serious thought,” said Autumn. “However, as it is likely he is somewhere out at sea then we have no means of finding him except by the merest chance. Mayhap we could take one of the other boats or use Fiau but the sea is vast and Temis' boat is small.”

 

“And likely Temis is in league with Tefkuu,” said Logan, “or at least disposed to help him.”

 

“That thought had crossed my mind,” said Autumn. “After all, Rhabir is near to Ghabat Kathifa so it is likely that there has been some contact between the two. 'Twas foolish of me to have not thought of that before going there.”

 

“You blame yourself too much,” said Logan. “I wager we both thought that a band of pirates would stay away from towns and villages except to plunder them. Indeed it had not occurred to me until you were looking for Pakam. As I lay there in that hollow I could hear Tefkuu's men going from dwelling to dwelling and although I could not make out their words it seemed to me that their speech was friendly and not like that of an invader. That would explain why none of the villagers came to see what the noise was about on the beach. Three strangers arrive then Tefkuu's men so they likely they had a fair idea of what was going to happen.”

 

“A good point, Logan,” said Autumn, disgusted with herself. “Certainly, thinking back, Temis and his companions disappeared very quickly and did not stay to intervene or remonstrate which further supports the idea that they knew Tefkuu. Indeed, now I think on it we were fortunate that they did not join in and aid Tefkuu, perhaps in anticipation of some reward. Pah, this has been a day of great learning for me. One I shall not forget quickly. Nor, I fancy, shall my vanity recover quickly.”

 

“That's as may be,” said Logan, “but I think you take too much responsibility upon yourself in this and you continue to forget that it was solely due to you and your skills that we are not captives once again.”

 

“Was it not I who led us to Rhabir?” asked Autumn, “I who led us into this fight and failed to spot the warning signs?”

 

“Actually no,” said Logan forcefully. “Pakam wanted food and so did I. You may have been in front as we walked but you didn't lead us. And, you are also forgetting that I didn't see any of the warning signs either and, come to that, neither did Tefkuu. Everyone makes mistakes, Autumn, even you and your vanity has nothing to do with it. We are here now because you wanted to learn of the world and here you are, learning a most valuable lesson and yet you put yourself down which is absurd.”

 

“What lesson am I learning?” asked Autumn, looking at Logan in the faint misty light of Plakill and Plifal above the clouds, “aside from expecting the unexpected.”

 

“That mistakes happen, that ill fortune happens, that things go wrong,” said Logan, “but you are still able to get us out of it without injury. Think on that before you condemn yourself.”

 

“But there was injury,” said Autumn. “One dead, or dying at least, some with serious injury and doubtless many others with lesser injuries.”

 

“What of it?” said Logan with a laugh. “What did they expect? They took on Autumn the Invincible and the inevitable happened. They lost! If any vanity is to blame it is that of Tefkuu, not you.”

 

“I am not inclined to accept your logic at face value, Logan,” said Autumn, “as the situation could have been avoided but it is of no matter now as it was not avoided. It is in the past and we have no way to remedy it now. What is more important is to consider what is best to do next.”

 

“Aye,” said Logan.

 

“Any thoughts?” asked Autumn.

 

“Only one,” said Logan, “well, two actually but the second is not really possible.”

 

“What are they?” asked Autumn.

 

“We walk to Tafa'ul,” said Logan. “The other thought is that we ask Fiau to become a boat and sail her there but that is foolishness itself for we know not how to sail nor do we have a sail or oars. That means we'd have to drift as we have in the past and likely the wind and waves will take us far out to sea. I wager we'll never find Tafa'ul that way.”

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn. “Also I forgot to tell you that when I left Tefkuu he was debating with his companion whether to send search parties inland to look for us or continue down the coast in expectation that we would stay with the coast. I venture he will conclude the latter.”

 

“Because he knows we don't know how to get to Tafa'ul any other way?” asked Logan.

 

“And he has the truth of it,” said Autumn. “If we follow the coast we will reach Tafa'ul sooner or later but if we go inland who knows where we will end up.”

 

“And another thought occurs to me,” said Logan, thoughtfully. “If Tefkuu is debating this then it seems safe to conclude he is not yet ready to abandon catching us, despite being heavily defeated. Which in turn may mean he's going to send for reinforcements.”

 

“If he has any,” said Autumn, “but it may well mean he just becomes more circumspect rather than relies on numbers.”

 

“So we follow the coast and take the greatest of care?” asked Logan.

 

“No,” said Autumn. “Expect the unexpected is a good philosophy since the unexpected is rarely expected. I think it best we do the unexpected.”

 

“You mean go back to Ghabat Kathifa and try to find the ship?” asked Logan. “How would we sail it?”

 

“Now that would be unexpected,” said Autumn, “and we can't. Not alone at any rate and I wager it is highly improbable that we will encounter Baeng and his men. Likely they are either dead by now or were retaken and are heavily guarded. For certain they will not be coming here in the ship now. Tefkuu would have made sure to disable the ship before leaving. Much as I would like to return and aid them if I can that way would be foolish as well. No, my thinking only goes as far as heading inland for a day or two so we are some considerable way from the coast then heading south.”

 

“Aren't we likely to get lost?” asked Logan.

 

“'Tis always a possibility,” said Autumn, “but doubtless there are other villages and towns where we can get directions. Moreover, as I recall from when we came to Tafa'ul on Mother Midcarn's blanket, there was a large river coming into the city from the west. Doubtless if we head south we will come to a river that flows to the east. If we follow it we will at the very least end up on the coast again but a lot closer to Tafa'ul and with Aloidia's aid we may end up in Tafa'ul itself.”

 




Chapter Twenty Five

 

The morning sun touched lightly on the face of Logan as he sat with his back to a tree watching Autumn. All around the land stretched unbroken, a gently swaying profusion of tall grasses and small shrubs, insects and birds. Doubtless there were rabbits, snakes and other smaller animals and reptiles but anything less than the height of the grass would be invisible. They would make their presence known if trodden on but such creatures are skilled at avoiding being trodden on, even by Autumn whose speed was likely greater than that of a startled rabbit or snake. As it was, Autumn leapt and chopped and kicked and twirled, fighting imaginary foes that were, in her practice, more skilled and formidable than any she was likely to encounter on this vast plain. So vast it was that it stretched, seemingly unbroken, from horizon to horizon with Rhabir and the coast now lost behind the grasses.

 

That is not to say there were no trees. There were trees, many of them, but they were isolated, mostly solitary but here and there were clumps of three or four, their branches and low canopies intertwining. As Logan lazily watched, his belly rumbling, Autumn performed three forward somersaults, planted her staff on the ground and used it to vault herself onto the branch of one tree. She touched the branch with her hands on her way up, did a full spin around the branch with the branch tucked into her belly then leapt off to catch the staff before it fell to the ground. Then she flipped the staff to hold the other end before waving it in a full circle, just above the tops of the grasses so none were injured, then leapt backwards to crash full length against the trunk of the tree.

 

“That must have hurt,” muttered Logan, leaning forward in case she'd injured herself. 

 

She appeared not to be harmed for even as her spine thudded against the tree she hurled her staff backwards and upwards like a spear, over the top of the tree then spun round its trunk to catch her staff in one hand as it came down. Then she bowed to the tree before looking over at Logan and waving. He waved back.

 

“Is it not a beautiful morning?” she asked, walking over and rubbing her back.

 

“Aye,” said Logan, “did you hurt yourself?”

 

“I jarred my backbone,” she said, stretching and twisting. “It will pass. Did you sleep well?”

 

“Well enough,” said Logan, “although it was a little cold without my blanket. Did you?”

 

“Much as you,” said Autumn, squatting down beside the little stream. “'Twas remiss of me to leave our blankets behind but I confess in the heat of the moment our departure seemed more pressing. We can always get more blankets but being recaptured by Tefkuu would have been an unnecessary difficulty. I venture we will rue the loss of our water bottle more however.”

 

“Aye,” said Logan, “although it could be that Mother Midcarn took the opportunity to take it back. After all, there seem to be streams aplenty here so we probably don't need it anymore.”

 

“True enough,” said Autumn. “It was vastly useful when we were in the deserts of Neander but, as you say, this land is lush and wet and there are streams although it would be prudent to get another water skin. Did you find anything to eat?”

 

“Sadly not,” said Logan. “There are no fruit bearing trees here and nothing much else with roots. Plenty of grass though even though it is tough and has no seeds yet.”

 

“Mayhap we will find something to eat further on,” said Autumn, “or a stream big enough for fish. Let me wash then we shall move on.”

 

She knelt beside the stream to wash her hands and face then untied the thong that held her ponytail.

 

“A strange question came unbidden into my thoughts while I was meditating,” she said, combing her hair with the ivory comb Dhru had given her when in Neander.22

 

 

“That does not surprise me,” said Logan, grinning. “What would surprise me is if a perfectly ordinary thought found its way inside that mind of yours. The day you do not have strange thoughts is likely the day you realise you have found your place.”

 

“Now that is an interesting thought, Logan Philosopher,” said Autumn, pausing in her combing to contemplate him. “I have oft times wondered how I will know when I have found my place and you may have the right of it. Mayhap when I find that place I will have contentment in my mind and such thoughts as I have will no longer occupy me. Mayhap I will even end my daily meditating.”

 

“You are not content?” asked Logan, looking at her in surprise. “I have always thought you to be the most contented person I have ever met!”

 

“'Tis a self imposed contentment,” said Autumn, resuming her combing. “There is much that disturbs me which I can do nothing about so I accept that until a time arises when there is something I can do. Fretting pointlessly serves no purpose other than to drain the spirit but mayhap when I find my place I will find true contentment as my search will have ended.”

 

“Truly I did not know that,” said Logan. “Is there anything I can do to help you with your discontent?”

 

“Ahh, you are a good friend, Logan,” said Autumn, retying her thong. “No, I am well practised in relaxing my mind so such discontents as do arise are easily laid to rest. Do you not want to know my strange thought?”

 

“Will it cause you discontent if I say no?” asked Logan.

 

“Not at all,” said Autumn, “although I would be surprised. Despite your best efforts to pretend otherwise I fancy you are as curious of the world as I am. Still, I am content to stay silent on the matter of my thought if that is your desire. It was not a thought of any great significance.”

 

“I do want to know your thought,” said Logan, squashing his desire to tease her about her lack of a sense of humour. “In fact I yearn to know your thought. I shall remain discontented all day and very likely tomorrow as well if you do not tell me your thought.”

 

“And now I fancy you are teasing me,” said Autumn, tossing her ponytail behind her back. “Perhaps 'tis best I do not mention it again. Come, let us start walking for food will not jump out of the sky while we sit here.”

 

“Shall we continue heading south west or shall we start full south?” asked Logan, getting to his feet as Autumn put her comb safely back in her pack.

 

“I am still aware of the need to return to Tafa'ul as soon as we can,” she said. “Let us now turn south. If we spend the day going south then if we come upon a river going east tomorrow we can follow it back to the coast. That way we will likely not run into Tefkuu's men again.”

 

“I am content with that,” said Logan, starting to walk. “Are you?”

 

“Why are you talking suddenly of contentment?” asked Autumn. “If I was not content with the proposal I would not have suggested it.”

 

“Hmm? Oh it is because I have only now discovered you are not content,” said Logan. “I am trying to ease that burden for you.”

 

“Well, in truth I am no longer content,” said Autumn. “I see now that I was foolish to have even mentioned it for I fancy you will raise the matter at every opportunity from now on. Doubtless you find it funny although I cannot begin to see why.”

 

“Actually it isn't funny,” said Logan. “I was trying to make it funny but it isn't really working for me either. I am no longer content with what I think is funny and what isn't. You know, a strange thought has just occurred to me as well.”

 

“On contentment?” asked Autumn drily.

 

“Oh no,” said Logan, “although actually yes.”

 

“A strange answer,” said Autumn. “Explain.”

 

“It just came to me,” said Logan. “Yesterday and today are the first time we have been truly on our own since arriving in Sassese'lte. There has always been someone with us. Hysleria, the pirates, Pakam and others. My thought was that as we do not even have Mother Midcarn's water bottle we are back as we were when we first met. Even the land is similar and that fills me with contentment. 'Tis almost as though the rest of the world has gone away and has left us in peace.”

 

“Aye there is a lot in what you say, Logan the Contented,” said Autumn. “Yes, there is a deep truth in what you say for contentment is something you make for yourself and lies in appreciation of what you have and not in mourning for what you do not have.”

 

“And yet there is something I mourn the loss of,” said Logan. “'Tis only a small thing but it is the one thing that lies between me and true contentment.”

 

“You have lost your thinking stone?” exclaimed Autumn, stopping to stare at him in concern. “Or your coin with your name on?”

 

“No, I have both of those,” said Logan, stopping as well. “No, 'tis something unseen and unseeable but yet its absence disturbs me.”

 

“Tell me what it is,” said Autumn. “Mayhap I will be able to find it for you.”

 

“Doubtless you can,” said Logan, keeping his face straight and solemn. “But my discontentment stems from your unwillingness to share something with me.” 

 

“There is nothing I would not sha ...” began Autumn then she realised and lightly punched Logan on the shoulder. “Ahh, I confess you bested me there. You are talking of the thought I had while meditating, are you not?”

 

“Indeed,” said Logan with a laugh. “There will always be discontent in my life as long as you do not share it with me.”

 

“Then let me remedy that immediately,” said Autumn, resuming walking, “although I fancy you will not find it interesting enough to justify the effort you went to to get me to tell you. 'Twould have been a lot easier just to ask.”

 

“Aye, very likely,” said Logan. “So what was your thought?”

 

“'Twas not a thought so much as a question,” said Autumn, “and it came upon me without following on from what I had been thinking before it arrived. 'Tis only that I wondered why bottles and pots are shaped differently when they serve the same purpose.”

 

“What do you mean?” asked Logan, his face creasing into a frown.

 

“They both are made to hold liquids,” said Autumn, “or small solid things and yet pots are straight up and down whereas bottles have a tapering neck so the top is much narrower than the bottom. Clearly the width of some pots is needed to let someone put their hand inside but why are some bottles as wide as such a pot for much of their length then narrow. Equally some pots are too narrow for a hand which means whatever is inside must be tipped out as it would be with a bottle. I wager a bottle is more difficult to make than a pot so why go to that effort when a pot would be sufficient?”

 

“Perhaps it is to make it easier to drink from,” said Logan.

 

“Perhaps,” said Autumn, “but it is as easy to drink from a pot as it is from a bottle.”

 

“Hmm,” said Logan, continuing to walk but now deep in thought. “Could it be simply that some people think bottles look better than pots?”

 

“Entirely possible,” said Autumn. “I merely thought of the question and wondered why I thought of such a question. 'Twould seem a strange thing to think about.”

 

“And yet it begs in turn the question of bowls,” said Logan. “After all, a wide pot would serve the same purpose and yet a bowl is the opposite of a bottle as it widens rather than narrows.”

 

“Likely a bowl was first created so it would sit on a small surface and yet be wide enough at the top for several to take out whatever is inside at the same time,” said Autumn, “but why restrict the opening of a bottle?”

 

“'Tis a strange question indeed,” said Logan, “and at first glance a pointless one for a bottle is a bottle, a pot a pot and a bowl a bowl. Doubtless they were first designed to serve different purposes and as you say the purpose of a bowl may be to allow several people to eat from it at the same time but what purpose does the narrowing of a bottle serve?”

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn. “If the thought is still with me when we reach Tafa'ul I may seek out a potter and ask.”

 

“That's if the potter himself knows,” said Logan. “He could simply make bottles that way because that's the way bottles are and he has not thought to wonder why. What were you thinking on when this thought came to your mind?”

 

“Money,” said Autumn. “I was thinking more on those things I discussed with you a few days past.”

 

“Oh you mean about Roinads and countries and how they don't really exist,” said Logan. “Aye, 'twas an intriguing discussion but how bottles and pots came from it I cannot imagine.”

 

“As I said,” said Autumn, “the question came into my mind and did not follow on from my preceding thoughts. That happens oft times but this one intrigued me because usually there is some connection, however tenuous, but this time I see none. After all, bottles and pots exist in actuality and not just in our imaginations.”

 

“Do not Roinads exist in actuality?” asked Logan. “After all, I am a Roinad and I think I exist.”

 

“Indeed you do, Logan the Solid,” said Autumn. “Umm, do you recall when we were talking with Hysleria there was a guard with an overlong sword and I suggested he be given a shorter one?”

 

“Not really,” said Logan. “A lot has happened since.”

 

“True,” said Autumn, “but Hysleria's reply intrigued me and I have thought much on it since.”

 

“Why? What did he say?” asked Logan.

 

“He asked if I was talking as myself or as the Apiakun to the Roinad,” said Autumn. “Depending on which I was talking as, my comment was either my opinion or government policy. It seemed to me at the time that he was able to have two different understandings of me in his mind and the consequence of my comment on sword length depended on which version of me he understood to be making the comment.”

 

“Well, I suppose,” said Logan. “But what of it?”

 

“It means that there was an Autumn in Hysleria's mind which corresponded to the Autumn that actually exists,” said Autumn, “as well as a different Autumn, just as seemingly real in his mind, that corresponded with this idea of an Apiakun. The idea of the Apiakun exists whether or not I exist. Indeed, there need not be anyone who is the Apiakun and yet the idea of Apiakun will continue to exist. The same is true of Roinads and countries. They are things that exist only in people's minds and yet they are seemingly real. Pakam bowed and simpered before you because you were to him the Roinad and yet I do not because to me you are not the Roinad. You are Logan. Moreover, we both come from places which, for convenience, we call Aferraron but if Aferraron where split or taken over by Wase or whatever we would still come from the places we came from regardless.”

 

“Actually that is not so,” said Logan. “Granted you do not bow and simper before me and I would not want you to anyway, but you still see me as the Roinad. If you did not you would not say I need to go to Tafa'ul to sign this Treaty.”

 

“And you once again extract the essence of the thing,” said Autumn. “It took me several days of meditating to grasp this point and you have understood it in a few heartbeats.”

 

“That is because I am gifted,” said Logan with a laugh. “Umm, what essence, exactly, have I grasped?”

 

“That there are things that exist simply because a large number of people think they exist,” said Autumn. “If one person or a handful of people think something exists when it does not we would call them fools and suffering an illness of the mind. But if most or all people think something exists when it does not it suddenly exists and becomes real. There are no Roinads. They do not exist. They do not grow in some field somewhere nor are they wrought by a smith or carved by a carpenter. Such existence that Roinads have are solely because enough people think they exist and behave as if they existed. 'Tis the same with countries. Aferraron only exists because everyone in Aferraron believes it to exist.”

 

“And in Wase,” said Logan, “and Sassese'lte.”

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn. “If the people of Wase or Neander or wherever did not believe Aferraron existed doubtless the believers in that place would go to war for the people of Wase to recognise the existence of that which only exists in the minds of the people of the place they think is called Aferraron.”

 

“This is a difficult thought, I confess,” said Logan, pursing his lips and furrowing his brow.

 

“I struggle with it as well,” said Autumn, “which is why I have given these things that exist only because they are believed to exist a name. I call them imagined realities. Things that are only real because enough people believe them to be real. Money is one such imagined reality and doubtless there are many others which I have not yet thought of.”

 

“So you are saying money only exists in my imagination?” asked Logan. “Why then am I not rich?”

 

“Because it takes more than just you to believe it,” said Autumn. “In fact you are rich because everyone believes you to be the Roinad and everyone believes the Roinad to be rich even though you, as Logan the companion of Autumn, have nothing beyond what you wear, a staff and a thinking stone.”

 

“And a very fine thinking stone it is too,” said Logan, taking it out for he had a pressing need for its smooth surface in his hand to help him think. “So you are saying that money exists because people believe it exists? What then of the coins that I no longer have. Were they not money?”

 

“No,” said Autumn, “and this is where I struggled for so long with the idea of money. Money is not the coins. The coins are merely symbols for the idea of money that sits in people's heads. As long as everyone believes that money is real then you can exchange those coins for food or cloth or whatever but if people stop believing in the idea of money then those coins cease to have any meaning. For certain no one who does not believe in money will give you anything in exchange for those coins, unless they happen to think they are pretty. Or, to look at it from a different point of view, anyone who believes money exists will accept whatever token they believe money to be. It could be coins but it could just as easily be eggs or sticks or pebbles. 'Tis the idea of money that sits behind the coin or the stick that gives it value not the coin or the stick.”

 

“So am I right in thinking,” said Logan, stroking his thinking stone gently, “that if everyone believed it enough we would not even need coins or sticks or anything as these tokens. Mayhap just numbers written on something, such as a scroll. The scroll says I have twenty paraks therefore everyone agrees I have twenty paraks and I can buy things with those twenty paraks and just change the number written on the scroll. That way we would not even need coins.”

 

“'Tis a far reaching thought, Logan,” said Autumn, “but since all money is just an imagined reality then if you get enough people to imagine the same scroll it will work.”

 

“'Tis extraordinary,” said Logan, looking down at his thinking stone. “I am not sure I understand what you are saying about money and Roinads and the like but I now know why bottles have narrow necks.”

 

“Oh really?” exclaimed Autumn, stopping to look at him. “Why?”

 

“'Tis for when they are tipped,” said Logan. “If you tip a pot then everything inside will slosh out quickly but if you tip a bottle the narrow neck makes what's inside cram together and it comes out a lot more slowly. That way you can control it better.”

 




Chapter Twenty Six

 

Hysleria gazed at the board with a faint air of distaste. He sensed a danger but, as yet, could not see where it was coming from.

 

“I fancy 'tis your move, my Lord,” said Rarned quietly.

 

Was there a hint of victory in his voice? Of gloating? Hysleria couldn't be certain.

 

“Aye,” he said, studying the board.

 

The obvious move, the apex peg to the left by three holes and backward two, was too obvious. Rarned would not have left such a move unless he had an ulterior motive. He was a fool, granted, but a fool with subtleties when it came to the game of Ussafet. Slowly Hysleria tapped his finger on the arm of his chair then reached out to pick up his goblet. 

 

“Forgive the intrusion, my Lord,” said Zytote from the doorway.

 

“What is it?” snapped Hysleria, his eyes not leaving the board.

 

“There are dispatches from Aferraron, my Lord,” said Zytote, “and a message from an acquaintance of yours.”

 

“And who might that be, Zytote?” asked Hysleria, tapping his thumbnail against his teeth. He reached out to shift the red corner peg but hesitated. Rarned showed every sign of being disinterested but a faint air of anticipation had crept over him.

 

“A certain gentleman from the north, my Lord,” said Zytote.

 

Hysleria pondered his move for a few heartbeats then pulled back. Clearly that move was one Rarned wanted him to make. 'A gentleman from the North' filtered through and Hysleria looked over at Zytote. Zytote nodded slightly in a meaningful way.

 

“Forgive me, Rarned,” said Hysleria smoothly. “Urgent dispatches have arrived and I must attend to them immediately. Shall we call this a draw?”

 

“As you wish, my Lord,” said Rarned, disappointedly. He gathered up the pegs and dropped them into a small cloth bag then picked up the board. “Tomorrow?”

 

“Very likely,” said Hysleria. He smiled as Rarned bowed and left the room then twisted to face Zytote. “That was a fortuitous entry, Zytote. The bastard was about to beat me.”

 

“I fancy you would have found a counter move, my Lord,” said Zytote, coming over with the dispatches. “Shall I put these on your table? I have vetted them all, of course, but these require your personal attention.”

 

“Ah yes,” said Hysleria. “And the message? It is from Tefkuu?”

 

“Indeed, my Lord,” said Zytote. “It would seem the gentleman has rejected your offer and proposed an alternate ransom.”

 

“Do not use that word, Zytote,” said Hysleria. “There are ears everywhere and 'tis best word does not spread of this unfortunate situation. Does he reduce his request or keep it as before?”

 

“The number involved is substantially lower, my Lord,” said Zytote, “but is still considerably above your offer.”

 

“Hmm,” said Hysleria, frowning. “My offer was most generous. Why is he holding out for more? Surely he knows the Saamrat's men are even now looking for him? Would it not be more sensible to accept my offer and disappear?”

 

“Unless he is playing for time, my Lord,” said Zytote. “Perhaps the Roinad has fallen sick and Tefkuu does not with to make an agreement then be unable to deliver.”

 

“'Tis a possibility, I suppose,” said Hysleria. “Playing for time, eh?”

 

He heaved himself out of his chair and went over to the window to stare out, deep in thought. Zytote placed the dispatches on Hysleria's table then watched him. A servant appeared in the doorway, looking worried.

 

“Yes, what is is?” hissed Zytote, hurrying over.

 

“There is a beggar at the door claiming to be Pakam, tailor to the Roinad,” whispered the servant. “The door guards want to know whether to send him up or dispatch him to a better life.”

 

“Pakam?” exclaimed Zytote. “You damned fool! Send him up immediately!”

 

“What was that?” asked Hysleria, turning away from the window.

 

“It seems Pakam the tailor is without, my Lord,” said Zytote. “He will be sent up immediately.”

 

“He is alone?” demanded Hysleria.

 

“So it would seem, my Lord,” said Zytote. “I wager he has news however. Perhaps that the Roinad is even now in the city.”

 

“Then why does he not come to us directly?” asked Hysleria.

 

“Perhaps the Roinad is injured, my Lord,” said Zytote, “or fearful of coming here directly. It may even be that this person is not Pakam but an impostor or another messenger. The guards say he has the appearance of a beggar.”

 

“An impostor would be a foolishness,” said Hysleria. “Pakam's face is known to many, including his brother, if not the guards at the door.”

 

“True, my Lord,” said Zytote. “'Twas foolish of me to entertain such a thought.”

 

“But it is still a possibility,” mused Hysleria. “Foolishness is commonplace and no doubt higher among those who would seek to profit from a situation such as this. No matter, we will find out shortly.”

 

There was the sound of footsteps and two large guards appeared in the doorway with the small bedraggled figure of Pakam between them. Hysleria and Zytote both recognised him immediately.

 

“Where is the Roinad?” demanded Hysleria.

 

“He was recaptured, my Lord,” stuttered Pakam.

 

“Voqev!” snarled Hysleria. He scowled and slapped his hand against his thigh. “So that bastard was playing for time!”

 

“Leave us,” said Zytote, waving the guards away. “Come, Pakam. Sit there and tell us all. Recaptured, you say? So an escape was attempted?”

 

“Aye, my Lord,” said Pakam, collapsing gratefully into a chair. He eyed the flagon and platters that were on the table but was too afraid to help himself despite his hunger. “Baeng staged a distraction while the Roinad, his Apiakun and I made our escape. Our plan was that Baeng and his men would retake the Storm Chaser and head for the village of Rhabir further along the coast. We three would make our way through the swamps and forests of Ghabat Kathifa and rejoin them there. After a dark journey filled with many dangers we arrived at the village of Rhabir but the ship was not to be seen. I counselled prudence but that Apiakun, filled with her own importance and impatience, decreed we should wait openly on the beach.”

 

“And there the Roinad was recaptured?” asked Hysleria.

 

“Aye, my Lord,” said Pakam. “At dusk a hundred or more of the pirates came upon us. Between us, the Apiakun and I defended the Roinad but despite my best and most valiant efforts we were overwhelmed. The Roinad, when last I saw, was bound with chains and taken aboard one of their ships.”

 

“And yet you have no injuries,” remarked Hysleria. “How is it you fought so valiantly and yet managed to escape with no injury when fighting to the death to protect your Roinad would have been the only option?”

 

“Alas I was bested, my Lord,” said Pakam, hanging his head in shame. “I was struck over the head and left for dead amongst the bodies of those I had bested myself. Doubtless those few who survived did not see me among their bodies or took me for dead and left me there to be picked over by the birds. As it was they had gone by the time I was able to regain my feet. I commandeered one of the fishing boats with the intent of following them and rescuing the Roinad but, after a wide and extensive search, I was unable to find their trail so I decided to return to Tafa'ul and appraise you of the situation.”

 

“And the Apiakun?” asked Hysleria. “What happened to her?”

 

“Doubtless she did her best, my Lord,” said Pakam, aware that Hysleria was not looking at him with quite the level of admiration he had anticipated.

 

“But was she recaptured?” demanded Hysleria irritably, “or left for dead as well?”

 

“There was no sign of her after the battle, my Lord,” said Pakam miserably. “Mayhap she was recaptured but mayhap she abandoned the Roinad and made her own escape.”

 

“Perhaps,” said Hysleria, his eyes boring into Pakam. “So where is the Roinad now?”

 

“I know not, my Lord,” said Pakam, “although I would expect they took him back to their lair in Ghabat Kathifa.”

 

“And you do not know how to find that lair, I imagine,” said Hysleria, his upper lip curling in disdain.

 

“Alas, no, my Lord,” said Pakam. “'Tis a vast forest of swamps and streams and 'twould be impossible for any who do not know the way to find their lair.”

 

“And Baeng and his crew?” asked Hysleria. “What of them?”

 

“Doubtless all dead, my Lord,” said Pakam. “They went to the north while we went to the south. I wager few if any of the pirates would have come to Rhabir if they had still been searching for Baeng. I wager he was captured and doubtless divulged the Roinad's plans under torture for how else would the pirates have known to come upon us at Rhabir?”

 

Hysleria just stared at him for some time and Pakam wilted.

 

“Very well,” said Hysleria suddenly. “You may go. Your brother has been most anxious in your absence.”

 

“Thank you, my Lord,” said Pakam. He jumped out of the chair like a startled deer despite his weariness and weakness from hunger. He paused by the door. “If I am permitted to ask, my Lord, am I to expect any recompense for my outlays, time and efforts?”

 

“I will think on it,” said Hysleria dismissively. “You will be so notified.”

 

“You are most gracious, my Lord,” said Pakam. He looked at Zytote who ignored him then scuttled away.

 

“So, what are we to make of this development, my Lord,” asked Zytote after a long silence.

 

Hysleria sighed and walked slowly over to his chair.

 

“'Tis apparent that Tefkuu intended to continue negotiations after the Roinad escaped,” he said thoughtfully. “Doubtless he now has the Roinad back in his possession and so we can bring this matter to an end. The only question is whether I agree the latest demand or continue negotiations. 'Tis unfortunate that the escape failed but it is to the Roinad's credit that the attempt was made.”

 

“Can we be certain the Saamrat will be able to raise the money, my Lord?” said Zytote. “Perhaps negotiations could continue while that is being done?”

 

“She has assured me that the money will be raised one way or another,” said Hysleria. “As we speak the Sarkuns of the various mintikas are opening their coffers and preparations for the safe transport of the money are under way. All that remains is for the final amount to be agreed, the terms for exchange set and my signature upon the loan. And, naturally, the repayment of that loan in two summers.”

 

“'Tis fortunate that the Sarkuns have sufficient funds, my Lord,” said Zytote. “We have perhaps a third of the amount at our immediate disposal and in using it for the Roinad other work will necessarily be disrupted. The extensions to the Roinad's Palace and the digging of the water channel to the outskirts of Uli-Rratha amongst other things will have to be delayed.”

 

“Aye,” said Hysleria. “Alas I have tarried too long in Sassese'lte already. I need to begin implementing a levy to meet the repayment and much else besides demands my attention in Uli-Rratha. Still, a decision must be made.” 

 

He gazed at the roof for several moments while slowly tapping his forefinger on the arm of the chair.

 

“Very well then,” he said decisively. “I shall make one last offer for the Roinad and with Aloidia's aid Tefkuu will accept it or counter with another request that is some way lower than the last. Two things, Zytote. Firstly, begin preparations for my departure in three days. No, make that two days. Two will be sufficient, I fancy. Secondly, request an audience with the Saamrat. I will inform her that we agree to Tefkuu's demands, subject only to agreeing the final amount which I shall leave in your hands.”

 

“I am not to return to Aferraron, my Lord?” asked Zytote, only slightly dismayed as the woman who shared his bed in Tafa'ul was not his era'owen. She had remained in Uli-Rratha to supervise his business interests.

 

“I need someone here I can trust,” said Hysleria. “Before I depart I will sign the loan agreement and leave it with you to fill in the amount when we know what it is. I also need you to ensure the Roinad's safe transfer to Tafa'ul and his signing of that infernal Treaty. Pah! That Treaty! I would not put it past Maelle aibna Pamyla, the Sarkane of Roaaut, to have created this entire situation for the sole purpose of abducting our Roinad. It was she, after all, who sent those people to Carstva Adcaju to antagonise those from Aferraron and agitated for the Treaty.”

 

“I was not aware of that, my Lord,” said Zytote, “although I have heard suggestions that she receives a part of the pirates' takings in return for not being overly zealous in searching the Ghabat Kathifa.”

 

“Aye, I have heard that as well,” said Hysleria. “And the Saamrat is unwilling to insist on measures being taken for fear of losing Roaaut's backing at their Alsiyada. 'Twould make my life much easier if the Saamrat or another removed the Alsiyada and took control of Sassese'lte directly.” 

 

“You are proposing a coup, my Lord?” asked Zytote, quietly. “Perhaps when the Roinad is returned safely a way might be found to support such a development in a circumspect way. Doubtless whoever did achieve such a thing would be favourably inclined towards us in consequence. Mayhap even the loan repayment will be forgotten in the disruption.”

 

“Let us speak no more of it here, Zytote,” said Hysleria, matching his quietness. “Such matters are best left to quiet places in our homeland. 'Tis something that may be deserving of no little thought, however, when you rejoin us.”

 

“Indeed, my Lord,” said Zytote, his mind already thinking of the mines in northern Us-Iota and how they might be brought under his influence. “And in the matter of recompense for the tailor?”

 

“Dismiss him,” said Hysleria. “Without a pension. His brother too for I do not favour stupidity. The man is a fool if he thought I would swallow his absurd tales of bravery. Besting cutthroats when armed only with a needle and thread, my arse. He would not be able to best a new born babe in a fight over its mother's tit! Doubtless he pissed himself at the first sign of trouble and fled, leaving the Roinad to his fate. Pah, a hundred pirates indeed! I wager it was less than half of a half of that number although I am concerned that Autumn Savannah did not protect him and permitted his capture. I wager even a hundred would not have concerned her overly much even with that fool of a tailor getting in the way. Mayhap she has a hand in this affair and her loyalties are not as true as I had thought. 'Tis possible she even met with Maelle aibna Pamyla in their travels although I have not heard she ever came to Sassese'lte.”

 

* * *

 

“The thing with being hungry,” said Logan, as he watched the two slabs of dried mud that were slowly cooking in the fire, “is that it focuses the mind on how slow cooking is.”

 

“I wager that is not the only drawback of hunger,” said Autumn, her back to the fire. She sat, heels on her knees as always, looking out over the huge lake. The scattered clouds, pink from the last of Astauand's touch as it sank beyond the far shore of the lake, were reflected in the calm water and brought joy to her heart.

 

“Well, I grant there are others,” said Logan, resisting the urge to prod one of the mud lumps with a twig. All that would tell him was that the mud had dried, which he already knew. The state of the fish inside would remain unknown until the mud was broken apart and the fish inside investigated. “But when you are hungry and have food in front of you, how long it takes to cook becomes of vast importance.”

 

“Aye, I dare say,” said Autumn.

 

“How do you do that?” asked Logan, looking at her back.

 

“Do what?” asked Autumn.

 

“Remain indifferent to food even when you are as hungry as I am,” said Logan. “Is it your control of your mind?”

 

“In part,” said Autumn, “but mostly it is my trust in Logan.”

 

“How so?” he asked, a little surprised for he had expected a reply more along the lines of 'the mind controls the body so controlling the mind controls the body still further' or some such.

 

“'Tis simple,” said Autumn. “I am hungry and you are cooking. I shall remain hungry until such time as you tell me the fish is cooked, then I shall eat. I trust you to cook, to tell me when 'tis done and to share some with me. Until then I can put my hunger aside and not dwell on it. If it should turn out that my trust is misplaced then I shall remain hungry but experience has taught me that my trust in you is never misplaced.”

 

“Oh,” said Logan. He thought it over for a few moments then prodded one of the lumps of mud with a twig. The mud was indeed dry and the twig caught alight. He gazed at it while it burnt almost to his fingers then tossed it into the fire. “Why would I not share food with you?”

 

“Why indeed,” said Autumn.

 

“Have you ever thought I would not?” he asked. “Mayhap back in Aferraron when we first met?”

 

“As I recall,” said Autumn, “you had no food so the situation did not arise.”

 

“But if I had had food?” persisted Logan. “You think I would not have shared it with you?”

 

“I was not long from my Esyup then,” said Autumn. “I was still filled with ideas and ideals from that place so no, it would not have occurred to me that you might not share your food with me.”

 

“But now you think I might?” asked Logan.

 

“Not at all,” said Autumn, still looking out over the lake. “Since when we first met I have learned much of the world and found that my ideals are not always realised for there are some who would never share food no matter how much food they had or how hungry another was. However, I have also learned that you are not one of them. Hence my trust in you telling me when the fish is cooked and sharing the fish with me.”

 

“Oh,” said Logan. “I think that is a compliment but I'm not entirely sure.”

 

“It is not a compliment,” said Autumn. “It is merely an opinion. My trust in you might be entirely misplaced. Either way, I am hungry but, and I venture I should have said this in the first place, the mind controls the body so by controlling my mind I do not dwell on my hunger. When an opportunity to eat comes along I will eat but if it does not I will not spend my time thinking on my hunger to the detriment of other thoughts.”

 

“Well, that's a relief,” said Logan. “I thought you might be ill or something.”

 

“How so?” asked Autumn, twisting to look at him.

 

“Oh, I don't know,” said Logan. “I was just trying to pass the time while these Ept cursed fish refuse to cook.”

 

“You mean they are still raw?” asked Autumn, raising an eyebrow. “I would have expected them to be almost done by now.”

 

“I would be astonished if they were,” said Logan. “'Tis just my impatience to eat and such mind control as I have is entirely used on not cracking the mud too soon so there is no control left over for my hunger.”

 

“Ahh,” said Autumn. “Alas there is little I can do to help you with that. I do, however, have a suggestion.”

 

“Fix my eyes on the horizon and think happy thoughts?” asked Logan.

 

“No,” said Autumn, “although I have found that to be oft times a useful practise. I was going to suggest, however, that you open one of the fish. If it is cooked the other will likely be cooked too and if not then we can eat such of it that is cooked and put the rest back in the fire. I fancy this is a time where the certainty of knowing outweighs the anticipation from not knowing.”

 

“So you think the fish are cooked, then?” said Logan.

 

“Yes,” said Autumn, “although you are doing the cooking so such things are best left to you to judge.”

 

“Right then,” said Logan, picking up a thicker stick to drag one of the mud lumps from the fire. He flipped it a few times so it was well away from the heat then hit it with the stick. The mud split in several places and he prised them apart.

 

“'Tis cooked!” he exclaimed and pushed the pieces towards Autumn. She pushed herself up on her fists without bothering to undo her legs and shifted round to face him while he retrieved the other fish from the fire. Both ate with gusto, Autumn more slowly than Logan.

 

“Ahh, that was right good,” said Logan after a while. He licked his fingers then inspected the pieces of mud to see is there were any scraps beyond fish skins still attached. There weren't so he tossed the mud into the fire. “A fire and a full belly. I shall sleep well tonight.”

 

“As will I,” said Autumn. She twisted to look back over the lake but Astauand was now fully gone and the pink clouds were now almost black against the dark grey sky. A few early sparks of light twinkled high overhead.

 

“So, we follow the river in the morning, you think?” asked Logan, settling back, “or shall we follow the lake further?”

 

“The river heads east,” said Autumn, “and the lake flows into the river rather than the river flowing into the lake so 'tis likely the river goes to the coast. I see nothing to be gained by going further around the lake.”

 

“That's what I thought,” said Logan. “How far do you think we are from Tafa'ul?”

 

“I was thinking on that before we found this river,” said Autumn. “'Tis difficult to say for I cannot judge the speed the ship travelled at as we went up the coast from Tafa'ul to that forest and heading inland complicated things further, but I would hope no more than three days. Mayhap less if this river veers towards the south. 'Tis even possible that it is the river that goes through Tafa'ul so mayhap we could even be there in two days. On the other hand, my judgement could be in error and we may be ten days or more away.”

 

“Oh I cannot see you being so far wrong in your judgement,” said Logan.

 

“I thought I was this morning,” said Autumn, “when I first saw this lake. It is so vast that I thought we had returned to the sea by mistake. I was right glad to find it was fresh water and not salt.”

 

“So, three days more,” muttered Logan drowsily. “Say another day to get this Treaty signed and out of the way. That means we could be back on our travels again in four days. That will be good, will it not?”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn, lying down beside the fire. “Although I caution you to not be overly optimistic. We could be journeying for more than three days yet and there may well be things that delay us. Mayhap this Treaty will also delay us further, and 'tis even possible that we will encounter Tefkuu again or other troubles. We have no way of knowing.”

 

“True enough,” said Logan, “but you forget something.”

 

“What is that?” asked Autumn, her eyes closing.

 

“We have had no gift from Mother Midcarn,” said Logan. “If there are yet troubles ahead they will be minor ones.”

 




Chapter Twenty Seven

 

“'Tis most kind of you to offer us passage, Oorja,” said Autumn, climbing up beside her on the wagon. 

 

“Aye, most kind,” said Logan, climbing up as well. He sat beside her and stowed both their staffs along the side of the wagon.

 

“In truth I would appreciate the company,” said Oorja. “No offence intended but two strong men would have been my preference and me with just the young 'un. Still, the lad looks healthy enough and likely can handle himself. How far you heading?”

 

“Our aim is Tafa'ul,” said Autumn, “although we are not certain this is the way. We were following the river in the hope it would take us to the coast.”

 

“Tafa'ul, eh?” said Oorja. “That be right fortunate for we are going there. Where are you from?”

 

“We have spent these three days past walking from a lake at the head of this river,” said Autumn. “Does it have a name?”

 

“The river or the lake?” asked Oorja.

 

“Either,” said Autumn, “or both.”

 

“River be called the Atafa,” said Oorja, “and the lake is Tezalin Tafki. That be a fair old way for walking. Must have a good reason to be walking that far.”

 

“We only desire to see the Palace in Tafa'ul,” said Autumn, “for we like to travel and see places we have not seen before. We have no other purpose. Can I ask why you are heading there?”

 

“Oh I got a few odds and ends to sell,” said Oorja, gesturing at the bundles that filled the wagon. “We have a place just outside Idm'yt where me and a few others carve bits of wood for selling. Mostly Dhriti and Urvi do the carrying and the selling but they be sick this time so me and Yash there be doing it.”

 

“Dhriti is your man?” asked Autumn. “What ails him?”

 

“Aye,” said Oorja, “and Urvi and Yash are my sons. Dhriti and Urvi both be having the kubahu.”

 

“Ahh,” said Autumn. “I am not familiar with that sickness. Is it serious?”

 

“Nah, 'tis nothing more than a lot of snot and aching muscles,” said Oorja, “but it lays you out for ten days or more at a time. Can't be doing much 'til it passes. So you ain't from these parts then? You'd know of kubahu if you were.”

 

“No, we are from across the sea,” said Autumn. “As I said, we are travellers.”

 

“Can't say as I rightly hold with travelling,” said Oorja, wrinkling her lip a little. “Can't see as there be much profit in it.”

 

“That depends on what you see as profit,” said Autumn, “but certainly you have the right of it if money is your goal.”

 

“And what other goal would there be then?” asked Oorja. “Need money to fill the belly and keep the rain and cold away.”

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn. “Logan and I travel to learn of the world but, as you say, because we lack money we are oft times cold or hungry or both.”

 

“Whoa!” shouted Oorja, pulling on the reins of the horse pulling the heavy wagon. “Right, you two, off you get and look sharp about it.” She fumbled beside her and pulled out a short but very stout stick.

 

“My apologies if I have offended you,” said Autumn, surprised by her reaction. “Come, Logan, do as Oorja asks.”

 

“Can I ask how Autumn has offended you?” asked Logan, leaning forward so he could see Oorja around her.

 

“I ain't giving no rides to them as be planning on robbing me,” snarled Oorja, waving her stick threateningly. “Get you gone and pick on someone who can afford to be robbed.”

 

“Again, my apologies,” said Autumn, “but we have no intention of robbing you.”

 

“So you say,” snapped Oorja, trying to give Autumn a hard shove with her stick. It didn't work for Autumn relieved her of the stick before it even touched her.

 

“I would ask you do not do that again,” said Autumn, giving it back. “We have done you no harm nor do we intend to.”

 

“Why you …” started Oorja, grabbing the stick and trying to hit Autumn with an upward swing. At the same moment Yash grabbed Autumn from behind, trying to pin her arms to her sides.

 

Autumn instantly lurched sideways, pulling Yash onto Logan's lap. At the same time she brought up her knee to deflect Oorja's blow and pulled the stick from her hand. Surprised, Logan snatched at Yash's flailing arms and pushed him down.

 

“Please, calm yourselves,” said Autumn, holding Yash's kicking legs with one hand and tossing the stick out of the wagon. “Someone is likely to get hurt.”

 

The horse looked round to see what was going on just as Oorja tried to punch Autumn's face but her hand was caught in a vice-like grip.

 

“Enough!” exclaimed Autumn, grabbing Oorja's other hand and leaning on her so she could not move. “This stops now!”

 

Oorja started to struggle but Autumn was far too strong so she gave up and stared angrily at her, her breathing heavy.

 

“That is better,” said Autumn. “Now Logan, you get off the wagon.”

 

Obediently Logan slipped off the bench taking Yash with him.

 

“Now I shall get off,” said Autumn, still holding Oorja down. “Please stay quiet until I have done so.”

 

She slackened her grip on Oorja then, as there was no sign of Oorja attempting to hit her again, she released her grip entirely and slid backwards from the wagon. Oorja didn't move, other than to sit up straighter.

 

“Put Yash back on the wagon,” said Autumn, quickly glancing around for Oorja's stick. 

 

Logan unceremoniously dumped Yash in a heap on the bench. Yash immediately jumped up and tried to kick Logan in the head but Autumn grabbed his ankle and pushed him against his mother.

 

“No more,” she said, holding up an admonishing finger and staring at him.

 

Yash tried to kick Autumn but his position was entirely wrong and there was no strength in it. Autumn merely held up a hand and let the foot slap it.

 

“That's enough,” said Oorja, putting her arm around Yash.

 

“Good,” said Autumn. She bent to pick up Oorja's stick then lifted their staffs from the wagon before offering the stick to Oorja. Slowly Oorja took it, watching Autumn through narrowed eyes.

 

“I thank you for the ride,” said Autumn, “short though it was and I apologise if what I said caused you any offence. 'Twas not intended. Please, continue your journey in peace.”

 

“Pah!” exclaimed Oorja, pushing Yash aside. She snatched up the reins and urged the horse forward.

 

“Well now,” said Logan, watching the wagon trundle off. “What was all that about?”

 

“I have absolutely no idea,” said Autumn, also watching. “No matter. At least we know this road will take us to Tafa'ul.” She held out Logan's staff and he took it.

 

“'Tis a shame,” he said. “I was just getting used to the idea of not having to walk for a time and here we are, back walking again.”

 

“'Tis one of the conundrums that gives life its rich mystery,” said Autumn cheerfully. “Doubtless Oorja will occupy our minds for some time as we walk.”

 

“Indeed,” said Logan. “So, um, what did you say to her? I wasn't really listening.”

 

“I merely said that you and I travel to see the world,” said Autumn, “and that we have no money. Then she threatened me with her stick. Perhaps she only offered us transport in the hope we might purchase her goods.”

 

“Now what is she doing?” asked Logan, watching as Oorja slowly brought the wagon to a halt further along the track.

 

“I cannot imagine,” said Autumn. 

 

Oorja's face appeared around the side of the wagon. She stared at them for a few moments then jumped off and started walking back.

 

“Perhaps something fell off the wagon and she is looking for it,” said Logan.

 

“Perhaps,” said Autumn, “but she is looking at us not for something beside the track.”

 

“Mayhap she intends to hit you again,” said Logan.

 

“She did not seem to be that foolish,” said Autumn. “Best you take my staff though. I do not want her hurting herself inadvertently.”

 

“Aye,” said Logan, taking the staff.

 

“Greetings,” said Oorja when she was not far away.

 

“Greetings,” said Autumn cautiously. “How may we aid you?”

 

“Umm, I …” started Oorja then she looked back at the wagon then at Autumn again. “Umm …”

 

“Yes?” asked Autumn.

 

“You ain't what I thought you were, are you,” blurted Oorja.

 

“I cannot possibly answer that,” said Autumn. “I have no idea what you thought we were.”

 

“I was thinking,” started Oorja again. “As I was driving, like.”

 

“Oh yes?” said Autumn. “Well, thinking is oft times a good thing.”

 

“But not always,” said Logan with a grin although he watched Oorja carefully. “Depends what you be thinking about.”

 

“You bested me without even making an effort, didn't you,” said Oorja.

 

“No, it would be wrong to say there was no effort,” said Autumn. “Every action requires some effort. 'Tis the nature of the world.”

 

“She means yes,” said Logan. “Autumn bested fifteen or more armed men but a few days ago. 'Twas no effort for her to best you just now.”

 

“Logan does not take all factors into account,” said Autumn. “There was some element of surprise and the men came in waves not all in one rush.”

 

“Are you serious?” asked Oorja, looking from Logan to Autumn and back again.

 

“Yes,” said Logan. “Autumn is most highly skilled in these matters.”

 

“Oh,” said Oorja. She hesitated and unconsciously scuffed her foot in the dirt of the track. “Umm, well, if you still be planning to go to Tafa'ul then I be most happy to give you a ride. Um, if you still want to, I mean.”

 

“That is most kind of you,” said Autumn, “but I think some sort of explanation for what just happened would be useful.”

 

“Ahh, well, yes,” said Oorja uncomfortably. “Well, that be just a bit of a misunderstanding there, I reckon.”

 

“How so?” asked Logan.

 

“She said you be often cold and hungry as you ain't got no money,” said Oorja in a rush. “Seemed to me you be planning on robbing me.”

 

“I confess I do not entirely see the logic of that,” said Autumn, frowning. “I grant hunger can drive someone to stealing when there is no hope of finding food otherwise but we have food and even if we did not there are fish in the river and growing things on the banks. Besides, did you not say you carried carved wood? That would not satisfy our hunger if we were hungry.”

 

“I think Oorja meant she was afraid we would take her goods and sell them,” said Logan.

 

“Ahh, yes,” said Autumn. “That would probably be the better choice.”

 

“Even better would be to lie in wait for her on her return from Tafa'ul,” said Logan, watching Oorja. “That way we could just take the money and not have to try and sell the things ourselves.”

 

“I did not think of that,” said Oorja, ruefully. “I was thinking only of my Dhriti saying this way be filled with thieves and robbers and how stupid I was to give a ride to two with no money. I did not think beyond that.”

 

“Indeed,” said Logan, “and that risk is always there. Perhaps you should not offer a ride to strangers you meet on the path.”

 

“Aye, you have the right of it,” said Oorja with an embarrassed laugh. “And I would not have done but I was nervous and you looked to be decent enough people. Frankly I welcomed the chance of company then became very alarmed when you said you had no money. I thought, well, you know what I thought and I be right sorry now for thinking it. 'Tis clear to me now you did not even need to get on the wagon if you'd wanted to take it.”

 

“'Tis something I would never do,” said Autumn. “'Tis wholly against my principles.”

 

“But Oorja wasn't to know what your principles are,” pointed out Logan. “We are strangers, don't forget.”

 

“True,” said Autumn.

 

“So, um, if you still be wanting a ride …” said Oorja.

 

“I thank you for the offer,” said Autumn, “but I fancy 'tis best we walk. I am concerned our presence will continue to make you nervous.”

 

“Um, well, …,” said Oorja. “Are you sure?”

 

“On the other hand,” said Logan with a sudden flash of insight, “perhaps Oorja will find our presence reassuring now she knows we are no threat.”

 

“Exactly!” said Oorja with a faint flash of relief. “I know you are no threat for you could easily have taken the wagon before.”

 

“Then let us accept Oorja's kindness,” said Logan.

 

“I am not entirely convinced,” said Autumn, frowning. “I have no desire to make anyone nervous.”

 

“Oh you make me nervous most of the time,” said Logan with a grin. “Besides, mayhap Oorja is hoping you will be around should some trouble arise further along the track.”

 

“Ah,” said Autumn. “Now I understand. Very well then. Thank you for your kindness, Oorja. We will ride with you to Tafa'ul.”

 

“Good,” said Oorja, smiling for the first time since they'd met her. “Umm, there be a place Dhriti told me of some way ahead where he said to spend the night. After that it be half a half of a day or so to Tafa'ul.”

 

“Then let us be on our way,” said Autumn.

 

With Yash once more in the back and Autumn and Logan on the bench in front the wagon moved off.

 

“Do I really make you nervous, Logan?” asked Autumn.

 

“Sometimes,” admitted Logan, “but it was more of a joke than anything.”

 

“Hmm,” said Autumn. “Why would you joke about being nervous?”

 

“Oft times making a joke is best if you feel nervous,” said Oorja. “It helps to settle the nerves and calm you down.”

 

“How so?” asked Autumn.

 

“I know not,” said Oorja.

 

“She's right, though,” said Logan. “Sometimes it does help although that might actually explain something.”

 

“Explain what?” asked Autumn. “You know I do not understand jokes.”

 

“And that may be why,” said Logan. “You are never nervous so you have no need of jokes to make things easier.”

 

“Is he right?” asked Oorja. “You are never nervous? I am often nervous. In fact I have been since Dhriti said he be too ill to make this trip and that I be having to do it.”

 

“Logan is playing with you,” said Autumn. “I am often nervous.”

 

“Don't believe a word of it, Oorja,” said Logan. “Autumn does not know what the word means, let alone ever feel it.”

 

“You wrong me Logan,” said Autumn. “Of course I know what the word means. 'Tis the beginnings of fear.”

 

“I'm impressed,” said Logan as Oorja watched them both out of the corner of her eye. “But you feel no fear either.”

 

“Of course I feel fear,” said Autumn. “I am fearful every time I have to go on water as you know. 'Tis just that I have learned to control my fear.”

 

“A useful skill,” said Oorja.

 

“Very,” said Logan. “'Tis something I try to do but cannot as yet.”

 

“So why do I make you nervous?” asked Autumn.

 

“I wish I'd never mentioned it now,” said Logan ruefully.

 

“Then I shall drop the matter,” said Autumn. “Oorja, if you permit, I have a question.”

 

“I will do my best to answer it,” said Oorja, “although I have a fancy from the way you speak that I won't be able to answer the sort of questions you are likely to ask.”

 

“This day is turning out to be right puzzling,” said Autumn, pursing her lips. “What sort of questions do you think I might ask?”

 

“I know not,” said Oorja, “but you talk like you know a lot. You be pretty clever, I'm guessing.”

 

“That she most definitely is,” said Logan. “Autumn's the cleverest person I know. What's your question, Autumn?”

 

“Hmm,” said Autumn. “This is a most confusing conversation. No matter. Oorja, when Logan and I were in Neander I was injured and wore a bandage around my neck that covered much of my head and face.23

 Not long after, I was taken for a native of Sassese'lte by one who had been there. He told me that it was a common form of head covering for people in Sassese'lte. However, I have yet to see anyone wearing a head covering since we arrived.”

 

“Ohh I know what you mean,” said Oorja. “No, people in these parts do not wear things on their heads, except when it is raining. Down south though they do. Mostly in T'mia and Okiebai. I think they call it a sansao or some such. I think it is because it is hot and damp down there so they wind a cloth around their heads.”

 

“Surely winding a cloth around your head would make it hotter?” asked Autumn.

 

“You would think so,” said Oorja, “but I think they do it to soak up the sweat. For certain the two I have met from that far south wiped their faces a lot with the end of the cloth.”

 

* * *

 

“I think this is the place Dhriti said to spend the night,” said Oorja, worriedly. “It has the look but there is no one here.”

 

“Were you expecting others?” asked Logan.

 

“Aye,” said Oorja. “We are but a short way from Tafa'ul and there should be other travellers stopping here.”

 

“We have not seen many on the path,” said Autumn.

 

“Likely they are travelling at much the same speed we are,” said Logan. “Those ahead of us would stay ahead and those behind stay behind.”

 

“Which would mean those not far ahead would be stopping here,” said Autumn, “and likewise those not far behind will be joining us soon.”

 

“Well, true enough,” said Logan. “And those going the other way will have passed here this morning. Mayhap it isn't the right place.”

 

“'Tis a clearing on the bank of the river with some trees,” said Oorja, looking around, “and we have come upon it close to the setting of Astauand as Dhriti said. Its orb be almost gone.”

 

“Have you not been this way before?” asked Autumn.

 

“No,” said Oorja. “I have been to Tafa'ul many times but always by boat on the river. Dhriti does not like to take the goods by river in case they are lost overboard. Storms can spring up quickly and sometimes a storm from the east when the tide is high can cause a great wave to hurry up the river.”

 

“And I can see that could be a difficulty for those in a boat,” said Autumn. “Still this looks a reasonable place and cannot be overly far from where Dhriti intended if it is the wrong place. Let us stop here for the night. Darkness is almost upon us.”

 

“Aye,” said Oorja. “Yash, go find some firewood, there's a good lad. I will feed the horse then prepare some food for us all.”

 

“Can we help at all?” asked Autumn as Yash jumped off the back of the wagon to forage under the trees nearby.

 

“Umm, well 'twould be a goodness if you helped with the firewood,” said Oorja. “Yash be only little and can't always manage some of the bigger pieces.”

 

“And I shall deal with the horse,” said Logan. “There looks to be a goodly amount of grass over there.”

 

“Thank you,” said Oorja, jumping down.

 

She busied herself getting food and a cauldron from the wagon while the others disappeared into the encroaching gloom.

 

“Salt,” she muttered, putting the cauldron down where the fire would be. “Don't forget the salt.”

 

She dumped the food and her knife in the cauldron then turned back to the wagon just as two men on horses rode into the clearing.

 

“Greetings, Eashiqa,” called one of the men, trotting his horse over to where she stood. “You be on your own here?”

 




Chapter Twenty Eight

 

At the first sound of the horses, Autumn and Logan both looked up to see who had arrived. Each looked over at the other as two men, even on horses, were not overly worrying. Nonetheless, with one accord, they both headed back to the wagon, leaving the horse. Yash followed as he did not like being alone among trees at dusk. Autumn dumped her armful of firewood a little way from the wagon.

 

“Nay,” said Oorja. “The others are fetching wood and grassing the horse. I am Oorja of Idm'yt. Who are you?”

 

“Ahh,” said the man who'd spoken. “I am Frai and this be Sena. We are from Tafa'ul.”

 

Unseen by the men because of the wagon, Logan slipped his hand inside and pulled out his staff.

 

“Greetings,” said Autumn, appearing around the front of the wagon. “I am one of the companions of Oorja.”

 

Both men twisted to look at her.

 

“Asseyi!” exclaimed Sena, his face going visibly paler in the dusk. “It be her!”

 

Instantly Autumn dropped into her defensive posture but there was no need. Both men raised their hands in the air.

 

“We want no trouble,” said Frai, his voice brittle. “I know what you can do and we don't be wanting no part of it. Be the Roinad here as well?”

 

“I am here,” said Logan, coming round the back of the wagon with his staff poised and ready.

 

“Vashcar! 'Tis him all right,” said Sena dolefully. “The gods do not smile on us this day.” He spat and raised his hands even higher.

 

“What's going on?” demanded Oorja, backing against the side of the wagon nervously.

 

“That is what I would like to know,” said Autumn. “You are Tefkuu's men?”

 

“In a manner of speaking,” said Frai, keeping his hands high and well away from his sword.

 

Yash appeared around the front of the wagon and Oorja leapt on him and dragged him back protectively.

 

“I think it best if you get off your horses and explain,” said Autumn, watching them both closely. She straightened from her posture but remained poised and ready. “Either you are with Tefkuu or you are not. I see no middle way.”

 

“As you say, Eashiqa,” said Sena. “We want no trouble, like Frai said.” He hoisted a leg over his horse's back and slid to the ground. Frai did likewise.

 

“And put your weapons on the ground,” said Logan, enjoying himself.

 

There was a moment's hesitation then two swords, four or five knives and a length of thin knotted cord landed on the ground.

 

“Good,” said Autumn, relaxing a little. “The light is fading. Logan, could you make a fire? Doubtless the situation will become clearer when we can see better.”

 

“Roinad?” exclaimed Oorja, relaxing a little herself as the apparent danger was now receding. “You mean the Saamrat of that place across the sea? It be you?”

 

“Something like that,” said Autumn as Logan waved his staff threateningly at the men before going off to retrieve the firewood Autumn had left behind the wagon. She stepped forward to gather the reins of the men's horses and both men stepped back quickly.

 

“Fear not,” she said, catching the reins. “I will not harm you. You can put your hands down now.”

 

Both men slowly lowered their hands, keeping their eyes fixed on Autumn as she tied both horses to the back of the wagon. One looked over at Oorja's horse and neighed. Oorja's horse neighed back and wandered over to see what was happening.

 

For expedience, Logan left the small pile of firewood where it was and simply asked Fiau to unobtrusively light it.

 

“Fire's going,” he called a moment or two later.

 

“Excellent,” said Autumn. “Frai, Sena, would you join us for some food?”

 

“Likely best we be on our way,” said Frai hopefully. “Don't want to be disturbing you none.”

 

“Ordinarily I would wish you well on your journey,” said Autumn, “but this is no ordinary situation. You recognise both Logan and myself and yet you say you are only Tefkuu's men in a manner of speaking. 'Twould be foolish of us to let you leave without explanation.”

 

“Aye, well, perhaps,” said Frai, glancing at Sena. “Mayhap some food would be friendly like.”

 

“Then join us,” said Autumn. “I am looking forward to hearing your tale.”

 

“Who is this Tefkuu you keep going on about?” asked Oorja, keeping a tight grip on Yash.

 

“Tefkuu is a pirate,” said Autumn, watching as Sena and Frai sat down beside the fire. 

 

“A pirate?” exclaimed Oorja, alarmed. She looked round as if expecting a host of other pirates to jump out of the gloom but none did.

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “Tefkuu and his men captured Logan and myself some days past. We escaped but I fancy these two men are among those who are looking for us. Is that not so?”

 

“Umm, yes and no,” said Frai.

 

“'Tis a manner of speaking again?” asked Autumn. “Some clarity would be helpful.”

 

“Well, it be like this, Eashiqa,” said Sena. “Umm, well, me and him, like, well, we was both there when you bested us on the beach at Rhabir, only me and him were in the last boat.”

 

“So you were not involved in the actual fighting?” asked Autumn.

 

“No,” said Frai, “which is why we be unhurt and we want to keep it that way.”

 

“Highly commendable,” said Autumn. “'Tis always best to avoid suffering whenever possible.”

 

“I got some food from the wagon,” said Logan, joining them by the fire. “Shall I do the cooking?”

 

“That would be a kindness, Logan,” said Autumn. “So, Sena, you recognised us from Rhabir?”

 

“Aye,” said Sena. “Afterwards, Tefkuu sent the worst injured back to Ghabat Kathifa and the rest of us went down the coast, like. Tefkuu reckoned you'd be heading for Tafa'ul and we was hoping to catch sight of you. We didn't but someone Tefkuu knows in Tafa'ul said you ain't been seen there neither.”

 

“Ah,” said Autumn. “So Tefkuu sent out people to search around Tafa'ul?”

 

“Aye,” said Frai. “There ain't be many of us seeing as how you put quite a few out of action but he sent us out in pairs along the main ways to and from Tafa'ul.”

 

“And what were your instructions if you found us?” asked Autumn. The smell of frying flatbread began to waft through the air.

 

“To grab you if we could,” said Frai. “If not then to hightail it back and tell him which way you was coming. Just our cursed fortune to be the ones what found you.”

 

“I was afraid of that,” said Autumn. “It raises an awkward problem.”

 

“Not really,” said Logan, the fire light glinting off his teeth as he grinned. “We just kill them and leave their bodies in the trees back there. Problem solved.”

 

“You know I would never countenance that,” said Autumn, frowning.

 

“Aye,” said Logan, “but these two know how easy it would be. Don't you, eh?”

 

“Aye,” said Frai. “We both seen the mess you made of the others. Two of us wouldn't stand a chance.”

 

“And don't you forget it,” said Logan, waggling his knife.

 

“Logan! Stop this,” exclaimed Autumn.

 

“Just making sure they think of consequences,” said Logan. “After all, they likely still have a share of the ransom in the backs of their minds. Catch.”

 

He threw something at Frai and Frai jerked out of the way in surprise. 

 

“'Twas just some bread,” said Logan with a chuckle, “but if you not be wanting any then so be it.”

 

“Aye, well, thank you,” said Frai. He hesitated then retrieved the bread.

 

“Some for you as well,” said Logan, tossing a piece to Sena. He, too, flinched but it landed in his lap.

 

“Hmm,” said Autumn. “So has the ransom been paid?”

 

“Nah,” said Sena. “Last we heard they still be negotiating.”

 

“That is good,” said Autumn, “but it does not help in the problem of what to do with you two. For certain we cannot let you go as you will likely just hurry back to Tefkuu. I venture we'll just have to take you with us.”

 

“I do not understand any of this,” said Oorja, “but why are you going to Tafa'ul? Would it not be easier to just go back to where you are from and have an end with this?”

 

“Sadly not,” said Autumn. “Tefkuu has demanded a ransom for Logan and even though he no longer has him the negotiations continue as those who will pay the ransom know not that Tefkuu does not have him. We have to go back to Tafa'ul to end the negotiations and stop any money being paid.”

 

“So why not send these two back with a message?” asked Oorja.

 

“I wager they will not deliver it to the right people,” said Logan.

 

“Oh,” said Oorja. “That was a silly thing for me to say, wasn't it.”

 

“No,” said Autumn. “'Tis an option. Perhaps not the best but still an option.”

 

“What if we gave our word?” asked Frai.

 

“Can much store be put on the word of a pirate?” asked Logan.

 

“Fair call,” said Frai, “but I'll tell you something for free, like. You may go to Tafa'ul but Tefkuu has called on those he knows in the city and they be watching every entrance to the Palace of the Saamrat. You try to go in and you'll be seen and like as not all will descend on you. Mayhap you'll be able to best the lot but mayhap not.”

 

“And that adds another level of complexity to the problem,” said Autumn thoughtfully.

 

“Which we may be able to help you with,” said Sena. “Um, if you made it worth our whiles.”

 

“How so?” asked Autumn.

 

“We knows most of 'em,” said Frai. “If a little of what is being saved of the ransom were to find its way to us we can go with you and point out who is with Tefkuu. That way you can avoid them and get inside the Palace. Once inside all your difficulties will be ended.”

 

Logan burst out laughing.

 

“And what makes you think we will trust you on such a foolish notion?” he asked.

 

“Two things,” said Sena. “We be right by your side so we be the first to die if we be planning treachery, especially if you keep our weapons.”

 

“That is a certainty,” said Logan, trying to look tough and ruthless.

 

“And I'm expecting that what we gets out of this little venture will be a whole heap more than the paltry share of any ransom that be paid, if it ever does,” continued Sena. “Tefkuu be not the most generous of souls and will likely be keeping the biggest share for himself. Seems to me that this way we'll both be staying alive and getting more of the good stuff for ourselves. Mayhap even enough to give up pirating and settle down somewhere.”

 

“'Tis a thought,” said Autumn, musing.

 

“Are you serious?” asked Logan. “You'd trust these two?”

 

“They make a good case,” said Autumn. “Doubtless Hysleria will be pleased to pay these two a goodly amount provided it is some considerable way less than the ransom Tefkuu wants. For certain they cannot risk betraying us to Tefkuu or they will likely get hurt and lose their money. Moreover I fancy they will be unwilling to return to Ghabat Kathifa afterwards. I cannot imagine Tefkuu being merciful on those who betrayed him, especially if word is spread that Frai and Sena aided us for a fee.”

 

“And there is that, too,” said Sena. “Tefkuu is not known for being forgiving. I don't know about Frai but I for one will take the money and head over the seas to where no one knows me or cares.”

 

“Aye,” said Frai. “I ain't got no reason to stay here neither. And something Sena ain't mentioned is that you can just hand us over when we get to the Palace and we'll be executed for the pirates we are. We'll just have to trust you not to do that, just as you'll have to trust us.”

 

“So that would seem a possible way forward,” said Autumn thoughtfully.

 

“And if there be money to be had,” said Oorja, having listened very carefully to what had been said, “if them as be keeping a lookout be looking out for a lad and a young woman then likely they won't take any notice of a wagon making a delivery with two women and two lads and a couple of men with it. 'Specially if you had different clothes. That green and silver robe of yours be the mark of someone not of these parts but I have some old sacks in the wagon we can use for coverings.”

 

“I cannot ask you to be involved in this,” said Autumn. “The risk is high that you or Yash may be injured.”

 

“Be a small risk, I reckon,” said Oorja, “and if anything goes wrong I just be saying I gave some travellers a ride. I be not knowing who you both are. Don't neither of you look like royals anyway.”

 

“You would do this for us?” asked Autumn, looking at her in the flickering light of the fire.

 

“No,” said Oorja, “but I will for a fistful or two of bans.”

 

* * *

 

“Ahh, this is the life!” exclaimed Zytote, sitting himself comfortably in Hysleria's chair and gazing around the room happily. “Not having to be at that shit's beck and call all the time! Mayhap just a few more summers and this will all be mine permanently.”

 

“You called, my Lord?” asked Lira, appearing in the doorway. She was now chief maid since Wikven had left with Hysleria and no longer just the girl who lit the candles. Aloidia had smiled greatly on her since leaving Aferraron to accompany the official visit and she was attentively anxious to express her gratitude in any way possible.

 

“I did not,” said Zytote, steepling his fingers in front of his mouth and appreciating her figure, “but since you are here, bring me some wine and tell the cook to prepare the midday meal.”

 

“At once, my Lord,” said Lira with a curtsy. “And if there is anything else you desire I am but a call away.”

 

“Indeed,” muttered Zytote, watching her leave. “Oh Lira?”

 

“Yes, my Lord,” said Lira, reappearing in the doorway.

 

“Have my assistant sent to me,” said Zytote.

 

“At once, my Lord,” said Lira, curtsying again.

 

Xomerin appeared a few moments later, followed by Lira with a tray. She had thoughtfully added a second goblet in the unlikely event that Zytote chose to offer some wine to Xomerin. She placed it on the side of Zytote's table and started to pour some wine into a goblet.

 

“You wanted me, my Lord?” asked Xomerin, staying a respectful distance away from Zytote's table.

 

“Aye,” said Zytote. “Bring me that dispatch from Lord Wogegenden about the legal position with regard to heirs to the Mo'i of Wase. I wish to consider it further.”

 

“At once, my Lord,” said Xomerin. He turned to leave then hesitated, frowning, as footsteps hurried along the corridor.

 

“What is that commotion?” demanded Zytote, irritably.

 

“I shall put an end to …,” started Xomerin as a guard burst in. “What is the meaning of this?”

 

“Excuse me, my Lords,” burst out the guard, “but the Roinad is here! He is downstairs!”

 

“The Roinad?” exclaimed Zytote. “Here?” He jumped to his feet, catching the table and knocking over the goblet of wine. “You mean here? In the Palace?”

 

“Yes, my Lord,” said the guard, suddenly realising the breaches of protocol he was committing. “With his Apiakun and four others, my Lord.”

 

“May all the deities be praised,” intoned Xomerin, clasping his hands together.

 

“The Roinad!” exclaimed Zytote again, flustered.

 

“Shall I have the Roinad brought here?” asked the guard.

 

“What?” exclaimed Zytote, struggling to pull himself together. “Of course, you damned fool. Bring them all here immediately, you idiot!” 

 

“At once, my Lord,” said the guard, standing stiffly to attention. He saluted then marched out.

 

“Voqev!” said Zytote sitting down again and fishing under his tunic for a cloth to wipe his face.

 

“Indeed, my Lord,” said Xomerin, “although I wonder if it is entirely appropriate to call on Voqev in a most fortunate situation such as this.”

 

“You are right, Xomerin,” said Zytote. “I spoke in haste. We must prepare offerings to Aloidia for our good fortune and Chershoee for providing the path that brings our most beloved Roinad safely back to us.”

 

 “I shall make the arrangements immediately, my Lord,” said Xomerin.

 

“No, delay a time,” said Zytote, gathering his wits again. “'Tis possible that this is a trick by that wretched pirate. Tarry until we can confirm this is indeed the Roinad. 'Twould be tempting fate to make offerings of thanks when thanks are not due.”

 

“You are indeed most wise, my Lord,” said Xomerin, bowing his head. “If we are to presume that the Roinad and his Apiakun are indeed restored to us, I wonder who their companions are?”

 

“Doubtless we shall find out shortly,” said Zytote. “You, Lira. Leave us and have more guards sent just in case.”

 

“Yes, my Lord,” said Lira. She hesitated, torn between mopping up the spilt wine and doing as she'd been told, then left. Mopping up could be done any time and she could send another maid to do that.

 

“Well now, 'twould seem our freedom is to be curtailed,” said Zytote, getting up to walk over to the window. “With the Roinad safe we will be returning to Aferraron very soon. Are you looking forward to that?”

 

“Very much so, my Lord,” said Xomerin. “I find this place uncomfortable and excessively quiet with most of the staff gone.”

 

“Aye,” said Zytote. He was in two minds himself as, on the one hand, he was absolute master here and could indulge himself but on the other hand, returning to Aferraron soon would mean he'd be able to ensure no one usurped his position as second to Hysleria in his absence.

 

“And,” he reflected to himself, “the speedy return of the Roinad under my direction will doubtless bolster my position further. If this is the Roinad.”

 




Chapter Twenty Nine

 

Logan woke at his usual time, aware that something was vastly different to usual. Not excessively different, of course, else he would have woken sooner or perhaps not even slept at all but different enough to catch at his mind. 'Twas silent, inevitably, as few would be brave enough to make any noise outside the bed chamber of the Roinad but that unnaturalness was compounded by other things.

 

“There is no breeze,” he muttered, squinting with one eye from the folds of his blanket. “Aye, and no dampness of the night on the blanket.”

 

The room looked most strange from that angle but, importantly, it was light enough to see. Not the brilliant light of Astauand high in the sky; more the light of early dusk although there were patches of pale, weak light across the floor.

 

“Ugh,” he muttered and rolled over. His face banged into something solid and his head jerked back as his mind leapt into full wakefulness. He smiled ruefully and rubbed his nose. 'Twas only the wooden leg of the bed. After he had been escorted to his bed chamber he had lain sleepless for a time. The bed, with its sacks of feathers laid across ropes, had been far too soft. The floor had been more comfortable even though it smelt of mice and dust.

 

He scrambled to his feet and tossed the blanket onto the bed. It had been too big as well. It was wide enough for at least four to have slept there and long enough for another, perhaps two, to have slept crosswise as well. Alone in such a vast softness, with no sounds of Autumn or any one or any thing else, he had felt disorientated and bereft, as though something essential and vital was missing. 

 

The room itself contributed to his disorientation. The tapestries hanging on the walls held lifeless scenes of people on horses in wooded glades and were but a pale imitation of the many peaceful wooded glades he had awoken in before. In fact, the entire room was unsettling. It was huge and largely empty save for the bed, four chairs, a table with an ornate candle holder and two large wooden trunks. 

 

“I confess I preferred our little hut in Schtei24

,” he muttered, looking around the room. “At least it was comfortable. How can anyone live in a place like this?”

 

He shook his head in disgust and marched over to the door. 

 

“Oh, hello,” he said in surprise as he opened it.

 

“Good morning, my Lord,” said Lira, peeling herself away from the wall of the corridor. “You slept well?”

 

“Well enough,” said Logan. “Umm, have you been waiting here all night?”

 

“No, my Lord,” she said with a faint smile. “Merely since the dawn.”

 

“Ahh,” said Logan. He hesitated, not knowing what to say. “Umm, why?”

 

“In case you needed anything, my Lord,” she said, a faint look of puzzlement crossing her pretty face.

 

“Oh,” said Logan. He, too, was slightly puzzled. What could anyone want in the night except sleep, or possibly another blanket if it turned cold? “Umm, well, that is very kind of you.”

 

“'Tis my pleasure, my Lord,” said Lira. “Would you care to break your fast?”

 

“Sploop no,” exclaimed Logan. “My belly is still distended from all that food last night. I had forgotten.”

 

“My Lord?” asked Lira, trying not to look at the Roinad's wrinkled and shabby tunic. It occurred to her that perhaps he had even slept in it but she managed to keep her horror at that thought from her face.

 

“I had forgotten how much Roinads eat,” said Logan, ruefully. “'Tis never ending and I am not used to it.”

 

“Ah, yes, my Lord,” said Lira understandingly. She, too, had been astounded by the quantities that were eaten when she had first joined the staff. “I regret that your new clothing has not yet been completed but it should not take much longer. If you will not think I am being too forward, I fancy my Lord will look most fine when they are done. Most fine indeed.” She looked into his eyes for a heartbeat or two longer than necessary and lifted her eyebrow slightly. After all, the Roinad had no era'owen and even the most unlikely of things do happen from time to time.

 

“Oh, thank you, Lira,” said Logan, going pink. He was suddenly acutely aware that she was a pretty young girl.

 

“Interesting,” thought Lira and smiled.

 

“Where is Autumn?” blurted Logan.

 

“I believe the Lady Autumn is in the Great Hall, my Lord,” said Lira, still uncertain of their relationship although she and two of the other maids had been speculating in some detail the evening before. His pinkness did suggest one or two things however and she would know more when she was able to get inside the bed chamber to make the bed.

 

“Ahh, good,” said Logan. “I'll, um, go there now. Umm, thank you.” He turned and started to walk away then turned back. “Where is the Great Hall?”

 

“Permit me to show you the way, my Lord,” said Lira.

 

After a confusing number of stairs, corridors, turns and no people, save a young maid who pressed herself against the wall and averted her eyes when they walked past, Lira stopped beside two very large doors. 

 

“Is the Lady Autumn still within?” she asked of the solitary guard slouching against the wall.

 

“'Fraid so,” said the guard, looking thoroughly bored. He gave Logan a dismissive glance and turned his attention back to Lira. “All bloody morning. Sploop knows what she's up to but she be making a whole lot of noise.” He rolled his eyes. 

 

“Is this how you behave in the presence of your Roinad?” snapped Lira, scowling at him.

 

He instantly snapped stiffly to attention and looked contrite.

 

“My Lord!” he exclaimed.

 

“I shall ask again,” said Lira coldly. “Is the Lady Autumn still within?”

 

“Yes, my Lord,” said the guard, staring at nothing in particular beside Logan's shoulder.

 

“Then knock and open the door,” said Lira, staring at him.

 

There was a loud thud and a door shook. Lira stepped back startled but the guard just shrugged resignedly and waited a few moments before knocking on one of the doors. Logan, of course, had a fair idea of what had just happened and simply smiled. The guard cautiously swung the heavy door inwards then stepped back.

 

“My Lord,” said Lira, waving him in.

 

“Thank you,” said Logan.

 

“Greetings, Logan!” called Autumn. “Is it not a beautiful day?”

 

“Where are you?” asked Logan, looking around. Apart from two long rows of tables and benches with a shorter row crossing them at the far end, the Great Hall was deserted although Autumn's staff lay on one of the tables.

 

“Up here,” called Autumn. She let go of the beam she was hanging from by one hand and lightly landed on the stone floor, only to roll forward and jump across one of the benches before kicking the other door just beside Logan.

 

“You slept well?” she asked. 

 

“Well enough,” said Logan, “and you?”

 

“Aye,” said Autumn. “A moment.”

 

She somersaulted backwards and to the side to land on the nearest bench then did a series of somersaults, cartwheels, spins and kicks the full length of the row, across the crossing row and back down the other side. Logan felt exhausted just watching her. Finally she jumped from the last bench, kicked off the wall, twisted in mid air and landed, balanced on the balls of her feet, on the edge of the nearest bench. She shut her eyes then slowly raised her arms above her head while breathing in deeply then lowered them and breathed out before stepping off the bench.

 

“I feel greatly refreshed and invigorated,” she said. “This is a good room for exercising although it lacks variety. Have you been awake long?”

 

“No, not long,” said Logan. “You know that girl, Lira?” Autumn nodded. “She waited outside my room since dawn in case I needed anything. Is that not exceedingly strange?”

 

“To us, Logan,” said Autumn. “Likely not to those who are here all the time. Cassen had not long arrived outside my room when I awoke. I know not when she sleeps for I saw her leaving someone's room when I walked the corridors for a time in the night. I think it was Xomerin's for I heard his voice.”

 

“Could you not sleep then?” asked Logan.

 

“Aye, I slept,” said Autumn. “But I woke in the night with a need to feel a breeze on my face so I wandered in search of the outside world. Cassen took me to a door and waited then took me back. 'Twas raining too which was a delight. 'Twas Cassen also who brought me here when I asked where I could meditate and exercise.”

 

“Ahh, good,” said Logan. “How went the meditating?”

 

“Beyond being happy Pakam returned safely and concern for the welfare of Baeng and his crew, no new thoughts came to me,” said Autumn. “I had expected otherwise but thoughts come of their own choosing. Oh, I have also devised a new move. 'Tis only possible in a room such as this and I daresay I shall never need to use it but it pleases me to think of something new.”

 

“That surprises me,” said Logan, happy that she was pleased with herself. “I thought you knew everything there is to know of fighting.”

 

“Impossible,” said Autumn. “Every place has its own features which can aid or hinder in a fight and the best strategy is to use what can be used and avoid what cannot be used. Would you like to see?”

 

“Most definitely,” said Logan, “but this Hall would seem to have little to use save a bench or two.”

 

“It has strong walls and space,” said Autumn, going over to pick up her staff. “Most places we have been had walls that were weak and not the space to make use of them. Watch.”

 

She ran to a corner of the Hall then suddenly planted her staff on the floor and used it as a pivot while thrusting herself horizontal and running around the corner with her feet on the walls. She managed six paces before landing in a squat, still holding the staff. She then slammed the staff over her head and downwards onto a bench. The crash of wood on wood echoed through the empty Hall.

 

“As I said, I do not expect this move to be possible in most situations,” said Autumn, “but it is a good way to both turn around and get out of the way if trapped in a corner. The only disadvantage I can see is that I must always end up lower than I started but if we are to stay here for long I may find a way around that. As yet I have only tried to run along the wall, not up it.”

 

“'Twas most impressive anyway,” said Logan. “If I tried it I'd most likely end up impaling myself on the staff or worse.” He laughed.

 

“It did take a few tries to get the coordination,” admitted Autumn as a knock sounded and one of the Hall doors slowly swung open.

 

“Forgive the intrusion, my Lord, Lady,” said one of the men who'd briefly appeared during the inordinately long meal the previous evening. “Zytote would greatly appreciate speaking with you when you have a few moments to spare him.”

 

“Are you finished with your exercises, Autumn?” asked Logan.

 

“For today,” said Autumn, “although 'tis not my intention to have done with them forever.”

 

“Then shall we go and see Zytote?” he asked. “'Tis not as though we have much else to do here.”

 

“As you wish,” said Autumn, glancing at the man. “What is your name?”

 

“I am Stoala,” said Stoala. “Chief clerk to the Roinad, at your service, my Lord, Lady.”

 

“'Tis a pleasure to meet you,” said Autumn. “Would you take us to Zytote? This place is huge and we do not yet know our way around.”

 

Stoala glanced at Logan for approval then stepped out of the way. “If you would kindly follow me,” he said.

 

Hysleria's rooms, now Zytote's, were only a corridor length and a corner away from the Great Hall but were on the floor above. How to get from there back to their own rooms was a mystery but doubtless someone would know.

 

“I thank you for your great condescension in seeing me, My Lord,” said Zytote, jumping to his feet when Stoala announced Logan. “And the Lady Autumn as well. 'Tis the greatest of pleasures to meet you once again. You slept well, I trust?”

 

“Yes, very well,” said Logan after a few moments hesitation during which it was apparent Autumn was not going to take the lead.

 

“And your morning meals were sufficient?” asked Zytote.

 

“I have not eaten yet,” said Logan. “I'm still full from last night.” He looked at Autumn.

 

“As am I,” she said.

 

“Indeed?” said Zytote, frowning slightly. “Perhaps I can offer you something now?”

 

“No, thank you,” said Logan.

 

“Perhaps a little water,” said Autumn.

 

“As you wish,” said Zytote, clapping his hands sharply twice. “I understand you have had an active morning. Part of your training, perhaps?”

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn as Lira appeared in the doorway.

 

“Water for Lady Autumn,” commanded Zytote. Lira withdrew silently.

 

“Now, if it pleases you to be seated,” said Zytote, going back behind his table, “this might be a good time to appraise you of what has been achieved since your most fortunate return.”

 

“Oh yes?” said Logan as both he and Autumn sat down. 

 

“Were Oorja, Frai and Sena recompensed for their aid?” asked Autumn.

 

“Most amply,” said Zytote. “The woman Oorja is even now returning to Idm'yt.”

 

“And Frai and Sena?” asked Autumn.

 

“They are at present aiding the Saamrat,” said Zytote. “It seems she desires their aid in locating the lair of this Tefkuu person. Presumably they know the way through the swamps.”

 

“You mean they are under arrest?” asked Autumn frowning.

 

“Decidedly not,” said Zytote. “I made it clear to the Saamrat that both are under the protection of Aferraron until such time as they depart for another land.”

 

“That is good,” said Autumn. “I would not have them punished for aiding us. 'Twas freely done.”

 

“Quite,” said Zytote. “Now, moving on. I have sent the fastest ship we had in the harbour to bring the glad tidings to Hysleria. Doubtless it will catch the fleet in a day or two if the winds are favourable. If not it may take a little longer but Hysleria will be most delighted. Most delighted indeed.”

 

Logan smiled encouragingly at Zytote but didn't feel the need to say anything.

 

“I have also sent a message to Tefkuu,” said Zytote, “informing him that the Roinad and his Apiakun are now returned safely and that negotiations are at an end. I do not imagine that Tefkuu will have the temerity to launch an attack on the Palace but I have requested the Saamrat to provide more guards to supplement our own, just in case. You may notice some new faces outside the Palace should you venture out but for the sake of safety I would ask if at all possible you remain inside. Nonetheless, should you desire to explore the city of Tefkuu, a detachment of our own guards will accompany you.”

 

“A detachment?” asked Autumn, frowning. “How many guards would that be?”

 

“Please do not take this as an insult to your good self, Autumn,” said Zytote, holding up his hands. “Doubtless you are well able to protect the Roinad as, indeed, you have done admirably thus far. However, the presence of twenty armed men will be a significant deterrent when a single woman would be less so.”

 

“Twenty?” said Autumn surprised. “How would it be possible to explore the city with twenty guards surrounding us?”

 

“It could be a difficulty,” admitted Zytote. “However, it will only be for a short time until Tefkuu is located and captured.”

 

“But if he knows we are safely back why would he bother?” asked Logan. “I imagine he knows that you are looking for him and will be more concerned with finding another place.”

 

“You are undoubtedly right, Logan,” said Zytote. “But it is better to be safe than sorry, is it not?”

 

“Arguable,” said Autumn. “Sometimes knowledge comes with a risk.”

 

“Indeed,” said Zytote, “but Tafa'ul is a city much like any other. Is knowing that worth the risk of being held for ransom again?”

 

“How can we know it is much like any other city without exploring it?” countered Autumn. “Mayhap only those parts you have visited are like Uli-Rratha and the rest is vastly different.”

 

“Entirely possible,” said Zytote, “as I prefer not to mix with commoners, especially those of another country. Perhaps if you truly desire to go into the city the guards could be made less conspicuous in some way.”

 

Lira returned with a tray with three goblets and a jug of water. She placed the tray on the table and bent to whisper something in Zytote's ear.

 

“Ahh, excellent, he muttered. He looked up as Lira backed out of the room.

 

“Lira has informed me that your new clothes are ready,” he said, looking at Logan. “They are in your rooms awaiting your convenience.”

 

“Oh, um, thank you,” said Logan.

 

“There is one small difficulty for which I must beg your indulgence,” said Zytote. “Alas, the departure of your Piers Sakratar meant that most of the indoor staff went with him. Regrettably we do not have a man servant to help you dress and one of the clerks would be useless for the task. Would it be too much of an imposition if Lira aided you?”

 

“You mean have Lira help me put on the clothes?” blurted Logan, starting to go pink.

 

“Yes,” said Zytote. “It is not usual, I agree, but would that be a problem under the circumstances?”

 

“Doubtless it would mean Lira helping Logan to undress first,” said Autumn mischievously.

 

“I would imagine so,” said Zytote. “'Twould be uncomfortable if they went on over what Logan already wears.”

 

“Sploop!” exclaimed Logan, going redder.

 

“I venture Logan will cope most admirably,” said Autumn, amused.

 

“Excellent,” said Zytote. “Now, there are two matters of official business to attend to. I had a meeting with the Saamrat's Pratham Sahaayak this morning concerning the signing of the Second Aferraron-Sassese'lte Treaty of Communion which, as you know, is why you came to Sassese'lte.”

 

“Who is Pratham Sahaayak?” asked Autumn.

 

“'Tis the principal secretary to the Saamrat,” said Zytote. “Much as I am to you, Logan. His name is Vineet although you will never speak with him. Should the need arise I will undertake that task on your behalf.”

 

“Ahh,” said Autumn, glancing at Logan who was still worrying about being undressed and dressed by Lira. “And the outcome?”

 

“The formal signing ceremony will take place tomorrow when Astauand is at its peak,” said Zytote. “At the House of the Alsiyada which is in the grounds of the Palace. Regrettably no one is permitted into the Hall of Enlightenment, where the ceremony will take place, except the seven Sarkuns and their principle advisers.”

 

“Then how will Logan be able to attend?” asked Autumn.

 

“As an honorary Sarkun,” said Zytote. “Alas, you will not be able to attend, Autumn, as Hysleria is known to be the Roinad's Piers Sakratar and I his deputy in his absence. You need have no fear, however. Logan will be well protected during the ceremony. No Sarkun or Sarkane would permit the defiling of the House of the Alsiyada under any circumstances. It would cause a major issue with Aferraron to say nothing of the wrath of the deities.”

 

“I don't imagine there will be a problem,” said Autumn.

 

“Indeed not,” said Zytote. “Now, I do not know your plans after the signing ceremony, but I presume you will both be returning to Aferraron? I have begun making the necessary arrangements for those of us still here. I was thinking perhaps the day after the ceremony although the tide favours us and we could leave directly after the ceremony. What are your wishes, Logan?”

 

“I, umm, well, we were thinking of travelling around Sassese'lte for a time,” said Logan hesitantly. “As we are here now.”

 

“Hmm,” said Zytote. “Hysleria did warn me of your, ahh, uncommon desire for exploration. Doubtless we can find sufficient guards to accompany you.”

 

“We'd rather …” started Autumn but Logan held up his hand to quieten her. 

 

“The day after the ceremony will be best,” he said. “Doubtless most here are anxious to return to their homes. You said two official tasks? Was leaving the second?”

 

“Alas no, Logan,” said Zytote. “Our departure, although welcome, is not official business. No, you may recall that the Saamrat, Geenate aibna Rispath, expressed a desire to meet with you personally. I was unable to agree a time with the Pratham Sahaayak as I did not want you to attend such a meeting inappropriately dressed. However, as your clothing is now complete I would suggest this afternoon, after we have eaten, rather than delaying until after the signing ceremony. Would that be satisfactory to you?”

 

“Oh Voqev!” exclaimed Logan. “I was hoping everyone had forgotten!”

 




Chapter Thirty

 

“How do I look?” asked Logan, trying to get a finger between the collar and his neck so he could breathe more easily.

 

“Most uncomfortable,” said Autumn, looking him up and down.

 

“Aye, that I am,” said Logan. “Sploop, this collar is tight. And why must it be so high? 'Tis like my head is being pushed off my neck.”

 

“'Tis the latest in fashions, my Lord,” said Lira. “As Roinad all eyes will be upon you and you will be the envy of all.”

 

“But I am barely able to move,” complained Logan. “For certain I will not be able to sit down without cutting myself in half and these things on my feet! Do I have to wear them? They pinch and make my feet heavy.”

 

“The Roinad cannot possibly go barefoot like a peasant, my Lord,” exclaimed Lira, secretly enjoying herself. She was also anticipating the merriment that would come later when she returned to the maids' quarters.

 

“''Twould seem these garments serve little practical purpose,” said Autumn frowning slightly. “The cloth is neither warm nor hard wearing and will likely not keep out the rain nor can you do much beyond standing stiffly. What is this?”

 

“'Tis a cape, my Lady,” said Lira.

 

“To what purpose?” asked Autumn. “A cape that covers but one shoulder and part of the arm would seem inadequate although I daresay it could be used to flap at flies.”

 

“I fancy its purpose is purely ornamental, my Lady,” said Lira, adjusting the waistband of Logan's tight trousers a little so the seam aligned perfectly with the crack of his backside. “There, is my Lord not a most magnificent sight?”

 

“I feel like a fool,” said Logan grimly, his nostrils flaring. “Doubtless I look like one as well.”

 

“What were those birds we saw at the Karoi's Palace in Neander?” asked Autumn. “The ones that roamed freely in his pleasure garden?”

 

“Pea somethings,” said Logan, trying to stretch his collar again. “Umm, peachucks, peacocks, something like that. Why?”

 

“You remind me of them,” said Autumn. “All finery and no substance.”

 

“Thank you muchly,” said Logan sourly. “No substance, hey.”

 

“I used the wrong word,” said Autumn. “You are Logan and you have great substance. I meant only that those birds strutted around with much arrogance but were wholly ignorant that they were trapped inside the pleasure garden and were not free to live their lives as they chose. They mistook admiration of the finery of their plumage for admiration of themselves as birds and strutted and preened themselves to no other purpose.”

 

“Well, there is little chance of that happening to me,” said Logan. “I feel like a fool and doubtless I look like a fool. The sooner I can get out of these things the better.”

 

“None will think you a fool, my Lord,” said Lira. “You are the Roinad!”

 

“Pah!” exclaimed Logan. “Roinad I may be but I am not free to wear what I want, am I?”

 

“You are perfectly free to dress however you desire, Logan,” said Zytote, coming in the room, “except on occasions of State. At such times you represent all of Aferraron and you must look the part. All of Aferraron will suffer if the Roinad of Aferraron dresses like a beggar in the street.”

 

“You think I dress like a beggar?” asked Logan, hurt.

 

“No, my Lord,” said Zytote. “I was merely using that extreme as an example. Doubtless your usual garb is ideal for travelling but it does not command respect.”

 

“And this does?” asked Autumn, waving her hand at Logan.

 

“Most definitely,” said Zytote.

 

“How so?” she asked, frowning. “All these garments seem to serve little purpose. They will not even keep Logan dry for more than a heartbeat if it rains.”

 

“Exactly, Autumn,” said Zytote. “The higher the rank the less purpose the clothes should have. A robe such as yours is to keep you warm and dry and is of great benefit to those who need to keep warm and dry but the Roinad does not. He has palaces, carriages and servants to do that for him. The less practical use the clothes have the higher his rank must be in consequence and there is no higher rank than that of Roinad. Therefore not one single item of clothing can serve any useful purpose, save only to cover nakedness. In a perfect world the Roinad would have a body that is perfect in every detail but, alas, few Roinads are so blessed. Clothes are therefore suitable to hide any deficiencies and enhance those parts that are merely adequate.”

 

“So that is the purpose of those things on his shoulders?” asked Autumn, poking one of Logan's shoulder pads.

 

“Naturally,” said Zytote. “A male Roinad without broad shoulders to bear the weight of all his responsibilities would be a sorry sight indeed. A female Roinad would have other, more appropriate, areas padded.”

 

“I wager naturally is not the right word,” said Autumn drily. “For certain I am learning much here that I neither knew nor suspected.”

 

“What are you going to do with those?” asked Logan noticing Lira pick up his old clothes.

 

“I will have them burnt, my Lord,” she said.

 

“What?” exclaimed Logan, aghast. “Absolutely not!”

 

“They are somewhat worn and travel stained, my Lord,” said Lira, frowning. “What would you have me do with them?”

 

“Leave them there,” said Logan. “I will get back into them when I return.”

 

“Perhaps I could have them washed,” said Lira dubiously. “They may hold together.”

 

“No,” said Logan very firmly. “I like them just as they are.”

 

“As you wish, my Lord,” said Lira. She put Logan's old clothes neatly back on the chair. The Roinad's eccentricities would add spice to the maids' discussions later.

 

“Are we ready?” asked Zytote. “The Saamrat expects us shortly.” He looked Logan up and down very carefully.

 

“As ready as I'll ever be,” said Logan, trying to loosen the tightness of his trousers in his crotch.

 

“But we are, I fear, still missing something,” said Zytote, frowning. “Lira, where is the Roinad's sword?”

 

“A moment!” exclaimed Lira, looking horrified at her oversight. She dashed into the next room and returned with an ornately decorated scabbard and belt.

 

“Perfect,” said Zytote as Lira buckled it around Logan's waist.

 

“Why must I wear a sword?” asked Logan, tugging at the hilt. “I am no swordsman.”

 

“You are commander of the armies of Aferraron, my Lord,” said Zytote, walking behind him to inspect how he looked from behind. “Of course you must wear a sword. It would be unthinkable for you not to.”

 

“Oh,” said Logan, unable to think of any other response to that. “It seems to be jammed however.”

 

“That is because there is no blade, Logan,” said Zytote. “The hilt is bonded to the scabbard.”

 

“Then what do I do if I need to use it?” asked Logan, perplexed. 

 

“You will never need to use it, Logan,” said Zytote. “You have your Apiakun to protect you as well as innumerable guards. Besides it would be unconscionable if you drew the sword and cut yourself.” Autumn snorted and Zytote looked at her. “You have something you wish to say, Autumn?”

 

“There is much I wish to say,” said Autumn, “but I fancy nothing will change if I say it so I will not. My thoughts here will serve as little purpose as that sword.”

 

“Ahh, you have a level of wisdom that matches your other skills,” said Zytote wryly and inclined his head towards her. “A facility much in demand but short in supply. Shall we go?”

 

* * *

 

“My Lord Logan, Roinad of Aferraron and all its Dominions,” announced the footman at the entrance to Geenate aibna Rispath's private apartment. “Zytote natal Ammen ab Pimel, Honorary Piers Sakratar to the Roinad of Aferraron and its Dominions. Savannah Autumn, Krisana of Yeinydd ru Morathke ny Feandrakek Esyup.” He stumbled over the unfamiliar words of the Esyup but Autumn saw no need to correct him. 

 

“Greetings and thrice welcome,” said Geenate, getting up and walking over with her hand outstretched. “I am honoured by your presence in my humble abode.”

 

“The honour is entirely ours, Eashiqa Geenate,” said Zytote, having instructed Logan to leave all the talking to him as etiquette demanded that the Roinad neither spoke nor was spoken to directly.

 

“Please, let us sit ourselves so we may talk in comfort,” said Geenate. “Perhaps some refreshments? I have had prepared a number of the delicacies for which Tersees is renowned.”

 

“You are most kind, Eashiqa,” said Zytote. He stood to one side so Logan could sit in the most comfortable looking chair. With a start of surprise, Logan tried to sit but was unable to get more than half way down due to the tightness of his trousers so he chose a taller, high backed chair instead. Geenate smiled to herself but hid her smile behind a decorative little fan. Zytote sat beside Logan on another tall chair so Autumn sat in the comfortable one.

 

“Ahh this is most cosy, is it not?” said Geenate brightly. She clapped her hands once and two servants appeared with a small table laden with dishes. As a third served small helpings of the various delicacies she studied Logan unobtrusively. He looked younger than she had supposed.

 

“Zytote I have met before,” she said, apparently to the air, “although that is not to diminish his presence in any way for he is a most delightful and engaging companion.

 

Zytote bowed his head in acknowledgement of her generosity.

 

“But you, dear Savannah,” she said, looking quickly at Autumn, “I fancy we have not met before?”

 

“Indeed not, Eashiqa,” said Autumn, “although Savannah is my last name, not my first.”

 

Geenate flashed an angry glare at the footman who quailed.

 

“Ahh, indeed?” she said, her voice all pleasantness. “Autumn. What a delightful name. Tell me, how do you manage to look so young? You must tell me your secret.”

 

“I am but twenty two summers, Eashiqa,” said Autumn, surprised, “or thereabouts.”

 

“And yet you have been married for many summers,” said Geenate, raising an eyebrow. “You must have been betrothed as a mere babe.”

 

“I am not married,” said Autumn, confused.

 

“But your hair?” said Geenate, also looking confused. “It is so long!”

 

“If you will permit, Eashiqa?” said Zytote.

 

“Yes Zytote, what have you to say?” asked Geenate, looking at him and fluttering her fan

 

“I fancy there is a misunderstand here, Eashiqa,” said Zytote. “'Tis the custom in Aferraron for women of all ages and statuses to wear their hair as they choose.”

 

“You mean unwed girls do not shave their heads?” asked Geenate, taken aback. “How do the men know who is already bespoken and who is not?”

 

“'Tis also our custom for men to talk to women before they are betrothed,” said Zytote drily. “I daresay such a matter crops up in the conversation.”

 

“'Strordinary,” said Geenate. “Talk to us, eh? 'Tis my experience men have little enough to say to their women after marriage so what can they possibly find to say before?”

 

“Doubtless even your era'owen finds you intimidating, Eashiqa,” said Zytote. “Your beauty, intellect and strength of purpose would be difficult to match.”

 

“Yes, you may well be right,” said Geenate, pursing her lips thoughtfully. “I had not considered that truth.”

 

“If you permit, Eashiqa,” said Autumn. “Can I enquire how such a custom arose in your land? The shaving of heads of unwed girls would seem … unusual.”

 

“It has always been so,” said Geenate dismissively.

 

“I fancy not,” said Autumn. “If that were so then doubtless girls would be born without the facility to grow hair.”

 

“If they did not grow hair then how would we know when they are wed?” asked Geenate.

 

“A fair point,” said Autumn, “but my apologies. I fancy this is not the time for such a debate.”

 

“And yet you leave me curious,” said Geenate, lifting her chin so she could look quizzically at Autumn. “Now I think on it I wonder if perhaps there was a time when girls did not shave their heads. Indeed, some summers past I attended the marriage ceremony of the daughter of Asseyi abn Asseyika, Sarkun of Ahi'aktes, and as best I recall she had hair. Not as long as yours Autumn but a fair length. Send for my Pratham Sahaayak.”

 

“Perhaps if we could come to the purpose of this meeting, Eashiqa?” asked Zytote. 

 

“All in good time, Zytote,” said Geenate. “All in good time. Or do you have another pressing engagement?”

 

“Not at all,” said Zytote smoothly. “I was merely concerned that we distract you from other matters.”

 

“Little of any consequence, Zytote,” said Geenate. “As you are doubtless aware the time of those in our positions is filled with a mass of things of little consequence that seem to take an inordinate amount of time to discuss, debate and dispute yet rarely get resolved in any meaningful way.”

 

Logan shifted in his chair, trying to ease the squashedness his clothes imposed on him. Geenate looked quickly at him then shifted her eyes back to Autumn.

 

“And what is your role in Aferraron?” she asked. “You had a lengthy title but I am unfamiliar with it.”

 

“'Twas merely a reference to where I was raised, Eashiqa,” said Autumn. “A place of learning, that is all.”

 

“Ahh so you are an educated woman?” asked Geenate.

 

“You desired my presence, Eashiqa?” asked a tall man appearing in the doorway. He had three gold rings inserted in his left eyebrow which gave him a slightly disconcerting appearance. This was not aided by the gold tooth that was revealed when he smiled. As was soon apparent, however, he rarely smiled.

 

“Ahh, Vineet,” exclaimed Geenate. “Come in, I have a question for you.”

 

“I am as always at your service, Eashiqa,” said Vineet.

 

“You know Zytote natal Ammen ab Pimel, do you not?” she asked.

 

“I have had that pleasure,” said Vineet. “And this is the Lady Autumn Savannah, is it not?”

 

“You know her?” asked Geenate, scowling.

 

“Of the Lady only, Eashiqa,” said Vineet. “Autumn Savannah is greatly revered in Aferraron.”

 

“How so?” asked Autumn, a little shocked.

 

“Aye, how so?” demanded Geenate. “I only know of her as a girl of some learning with long hair. What is she to you?”

 

“She is a Krisana,” said Vineet. “Some learning is a poor description for only one with great learning could achieve the heights of a Krisana.”

 

“I venture Vineet exaggerates,” said Autumn. “The title of Krisana goes to any who argue endlessly.”

 

“Vineet never exaggerates,” said Geenate. “So, you have great learning in addition to good looks, eh?”

 

“I would dispute both, Eashiqa,” said Autumn, “although if either description must be applied I would prefer the former not the latter.”

 

“Hmm,” said Geenate. “Ahh, Vineet. Why do girls shave their heads until they are wed?”

 

“'Tis the custom, Eashiqa,” said Vineet, frowning slightly.

 

“Yes, yes, I know it is the custom,” said Geenate, peevishly. “But why is it the custom? That is what I want to know.”

 

“I believe it stems from the War of Unification, some one hundred and three summers past,” said Vineet. “As you doubtless recall, the war was a three way conflict between Ahi'aktes and Roaaut on one hand, Us-Iota and Okiebai on another and ourselves, Igoratsem and T'mia. After some twelve summers of battle peace and cooperation were agreed and the Alsiyada created to represent Sassese'lte as a unified whole.”

 

“And what, pray, has that to do with girls' hair?” asked Geenate.

 

“'Tis the custom only in Tersees, Igoratsem and T'mia,” said Vineet. “Vast numbers of men were lost and widows left, mostly still young and of child bearing age. It was agreed that those girls who were not wed were to shave their heads both as a mark of respect for those who had lost their men in battle and as an easy way of distinguishing widows from the unwed so that those men who survived would take widows as partners. In this way it was intended that those with proven fertility would be given preference and rebuild the population. Doubtless it was held that women with hair were more attractive to the men than those without.”

 

“But the male population has been rebuilt, has it not?” asked Geenate. “Why then do unwed girls still shave their heads?”

 

“Custom is a powerful thing, Eashiqa,” said Vineet, shrugging.

 

“Interesting,” said Geenate. “Did not the other mintikas suffer comparable losses?”

 

“I believe so, Eashiqa,” said Vineet.

 

“Then why do they not have the same custom?” she asked.

 

“Perhaps they felt that men and women would produce children anyway, if left to their own devices,” said Vineet, “although I believe the custom did spread to some extent in western Roaaut.  Certainly now there are relatively few young widows in Tersees it is apparent that men are entirely willing to consort with girls with shaved heads, as, indeed, are the girls with the men.”

 

“Then it is a somewhat pointless custom?” asked Geenate.

 

“That is not for me to say,” said Vineet. “Would you like me to put it on the agenda for the next meeting?”

 

“No,” said Geenate. “If the people are breeding then let them get on with it. Doubtless they are happy as things stand.”

 

“I have heard nothing to the contrary,” said Vineet.

 

“You may go,” said Geenate and watched him as he left the room. “Now, Zytote, we have the signing of the Treaty of Communion tomorrow, do we not?”

 

“Indeed, Eashiqa,” said Zytote, surreptitiously digging Logan in the ribs with his elbow as he seemed to be quietly nodding off.

 

“Which I think you will agree is a significant measure of the cooperation between Sassese'lte and Aferraron,” said Geenate.

 

“Indeed, Eashiqa,” said Zytote, wondering where this was going.

 

“And would you not agree that the binding of our two great nations even closer would be a beneficial thing?” she asked, watching Logan out of the corner of her eye.

 

“I cannot immediately see a reason against such a thing,” said Zytote, cautiously, “although the interests of Wase and Neander will need to be considered, of course. You have a proposal in mind?”

 

“You know, Autumn,” said Geenate, abruptly turning to face her, “I have a daughter who somewhat resembles you in looks although she does not have any hair as yet. She is also some way younger, being only sixteen summers. Would you like to meet her?”

 

“Ahh!” exclaimed Zytote before Autumn could respond.

 

“I see you catch my drift, Zytote,” said Geenate. “The Roinad is unwed, is he not?”

 

“So you are proposing the alignment of Sassese'lte and Aferraron through a marriage union?” asked Zytote. “The Roinad and your daughter?”

 

“What?” exclaimed Logan, suddenly jerking fully awake. “Me? Get married? What?”

 




Chapter Thirty One

 

“If I may be permitted to speak freely, my Lord?” said Zytote after several false starts during which he had repeatedly changed his mind on how to broach the subject.

 

He had walked back to the West Wing of the Palace of the Saamrat, where foreign dignitaries were accommodated, in something of a daze. Worse, his facility with words had failed him and he had no idea how to chastise the Roinad. Logan, on the other hand, had walked back filled with self-righteous indignation.

 

“If you must,” said Logan, “but there is nothing you can say that will make me change my mind.”

 

“That is the least of my concerns,” said Zytote, leaning forward. He shifted a pot of quill pens out of the way so he could see Logan more clearly. “I fear your unconsidered words may have precipitated a significant diplomatic incident. Relations with Sassese'lte are somewhat tenuous at best.”

 

“So you would have Logan wed this girl even against his wishes?” asked Autumn, arching an eyebrow.

 

“Naturally the Roinad's wishes would be taken into consideration, Autumn,” said Zytote. “Had procedure been followed this issue could have been drawn out for several summers while all possible ramifications are considered and the best option chosen. I must confess that such an alliance with Sassese'lte could have benefits although, should the heir to the Mo'i of Wase prove to be female then an alliance there would likely be preferred. That is, at least, Hysleria's present thinking.”

 

“You would have me wed a new born babe?” asked Logan incredulously.

 

“A betrothal only, Logan,” said Zytote, “and one that could be used for leverage in negotiations with Sassese'lte. When the babe comes of age then and only then need the betrothal become binding.”

 

“By what right do you or Hysleria have a say in the choice of Logan's era'owen?” asked Autumn, frowning.

 

“'Tis not a right,” said Zytote. “'Tis a necessity. Whosoever the Roinad takes to wife is a matter of international significance. Bed-mates are of no consequence but an era'owen, ahh, that is a most powerful coin and requires great deliberation before spending it.”

 

“How does money come into this?” asked Autumn, her frown deepening.

 

“It does not,” said Zytote, “at least not directly for money underlies everything. The coin to which I refer, however, is that of power and influence. The lady will have influence over the Roinad and in turn the Roinad will have influence over her nation by virtue of her family connections. 'Tis a matter of great diplomatic delicacy. Alas, Logan has swept all that away with an ill considered remark and many many summers of patient and considered diplomacy have been brushed aside.”

 

“Oh?” said Autumn. “How so?”

 

“Did you not see the Saamrat's face?” said Zytote. “I venture she is even now plotting ways in which to exact revenge for the slight that has been done to her, her family and her country.”

 

“Would that not be the case if Logan chose to wed the daughter of the Mo'i?” asked Autumn.

 

“I am not going to wed anyone!” exclaimed Logan, staring at both Zytote and Autumn belligerently.

 

“Not at all,” said Zytote, ignoring Logan's outburst. “Before such a betrothal were formalised much diplomatic effort would have been expended in smoothing the way and negotiating alternative benefits. As it is I would not be surprised if trade is adversely affected. Perhaps even war on some pretext although I hope it will not come to that.”

 

“War?” exclaimed Logan. “You mean she will declare war simply because I turned down her daughter?”

 

“'Tis a possibility,” said Zytote, “but that would not be the stated reason. Fortunately Sassese'lte is a divided State and 'twill take more than an affront to the Saamrat to get the full Alsiyada to agree. Had you dismissed the daughter of the Karoi of Neander so blatantly we would even now be massing armies. I confess I am not entirely certain of how best to placate the Saamrat but a way will have to be found.”

 

 He paused to mop his brow while staring at Logan. “What in Voqev's name possessed you to speak of your vow?25

 'Twas of no relevance, decidedly inappropriate and ill timed.”

 

“I thought it highly relevant,” said Logan, defensively.

 

“Ohh Logan, Logan,” said Zytote with a sigh. “Who you wed or, indeed, whether you wed or not, has no bearing on Autumn's sanctity. 'Tis your choice whether or not to protect that, and I confess from what I have heard she is well able to protect her own sanctity, but it will not affect your era'owen. Indeed, there is nothing to stop you wedding this wench then going off on your travels again or whatever and ignoring her.”

 

“That would seem unnecessarily cruel,” remarked Autumn. 

 

“Perhaps if the lady were desirous of wedding Logan,” said Zytote, “but I fancy that is not the case for she has never even met him. There is no need for Logan to even speak to her once they are wed. For certain, there is no requirement to produce an heir.”

 

“I do not follow,” said Logan, frowning.

 

“In the most grievously sad event you should die,” said Zytote carefully, aware that even thinking this could be considered treasonable, “a new Roinad will be chosen at the Mundulgen meaning you would not even be required to take this girl to her marriage bed to produce an heir. You can dally with Autumn as much as you desire, once you are wed. All you have achieved by speaking of Autumn to the Saamrat is to make Autumn her personal enemy for it was certainly no reasonable cause to dismiss her proposal out of hand.”

 

“You mean she will try to kill Autumn?” asked Logan, alarmed.

 

“Oh I doubt that very much,” said Zytote. “To assassinate or even attempt to assassinate an official of Aferraron would breach every diplomatic convention and war would become almost inevitable. However, all diplomacy is based on personal relations so any issue between Aferraron and Sassese'lte which has anything to do with Autumn is now likely to fail to be resolved, at least until such time as Geenate is no longer Saamrat.” He looked at Logan for several moments then added, “or you wed her daughter.”

 

“Are you serious or is this a joke?” asked Autumn.

 

“I never joke,” said Zytote. “At this level every word and nuance takes on a heightened meaning. 'Twill be interesting, however, to see if the Treaty signing tomorrow is cancelled.”

 

“She would do that simply because Logan does not wish to wed her daughter?” asked Autumn. “What of the lives of those in Carstva Adcaju?”

 

“They are but few and of little consequence,” said Zytote. “Of more importance is the sharing of that land but much will depend on how set her mind is on this alliance.”

 

* * *

 

“By all the gods!” exclaimed Zytote, cowering against the door to the Great Hall with his arms over his head. Lira did much the same, only against the far wall of the corridor.

 

The heavy door now hung a little awry on its hinges as Autumn had launched a twirling attack on it just as it opened. Her fist, jerked sideways to avoid Zytote, had slammed into the wood two fingers width from his face. Without the support of the door frame, the hinges had borne the brunt of the blow and the top one had given way. It spoke much of the skills of the carpenters who'd made the door that it was only a little dented and not merely a pile of firewood. The hinge could easily be replaced.

 

“I apologise most profusely,” said Autumn. “I did not hear the guard knock before opening the door. I fancy I did not touch you however?”

 

Zytote peaked out from under his arms and saw only Autumn's concerned face. He forced himself upright and tried to reassemble his dignity.

 

“'Twas of my own doing,” he said. “Foolishly I told the guard to open the door and he did as instructed. Doubtless a knock would have been preferred.”

 

He turned to inspect the door then tried to lift it fully upright again. He could not.

 

“You did this?” he asked, turning back to Autumn.

 

“Yes, she did,” said Logan, joining them from where he'd been sitting and watching Autumn do her exercises. He was proud of Autumn even though she put down his pride at every opportunity for fear his pride would inflate her vanity.

 

“I would not have thought it possible,” said Zytote, inspecting the door again. He rapped the wood with his knuckles somewhat tentatively. “Does such a thing not hurt your hand?”

 

“Of course,” said Autumn, “but pain can be easily overcome. Had this been a real fight I venture the pain inflicted on me if I lost would be far greater.”

 

“I had heard rumours,” said Zytote reflectively as he touched the splinters of wood around the broken hinge. “I confess I held them to be highly embroidered but I am now rapidly reconsidering.”

 

“Autumn did best fifteen pirates who sought to recapture us,” said Logan, proudly.

 

“'Twas only because surprise was on our side,” said Autumn quickly.

 

“I believe that now,” said Zytote, turning to face them again. “And you have these skills too, Logan?”

 

“Alas no,” said Logan. “I am learning some skills with a staff but …” and he waggled his hand deprecatingly.

 

“Then I am forced to wonder that you made a vow to protect Autumn's sanctity,” he said. “She would appear to have no concerns on that score.”

 

“And you would be wrong,” said Autumn, mildly irritated that Zytote was seemingly dismissive of Logan's skills. She knew such things should not irritate her but where Logan was concerned her usual emotional control weakened for some reason. It was on her list of things to meditate upon but as yet the topic had not risen of its own volition. “I have my own vows and there may be times when I cannot prevail because of them. Indeed, I might otherwise be incapacitated. I have no concerns that Logan's vow will not serve me well in such situations.”

 

“Mmm,” said Zytote. “I confess you live in a world I have no desire to be involved with.”

 

“As do we,” said Logan, irritated that Zytote now seemed to be putting Autumn down in some way. “Your world is most strange to us.”

 

“And yet you are in it, Logan,” said Zytote, “although your attitude intrigues me as I was under the impression that most desire high rank and privilege. No matter, that is a discussion best left for the dinner table. More importantly, I bring you good news.”

 

“We can leave?” asked Logan hopefully.

 

“All in good time,” said Zytote, raising an eyebrow slightly. “I meant that the signing ceremony has been confirmed as taking place. Lira here has come to dress you.”

 

“Oh,” said Logan, his face falling. “Do I really have to dress up like a … like a … like a thing that is over dressed and absurd? After all, 'tis only a simple signing and will take but a moment.”

 

“'Tis clear you do not know the ways of this life,” said Zytote with a chuckle. “First there will be a display of ceremonial drumming to attract the deities to witness and sanction the event. Then you will be formally introduced to each of the seven Safirs even though you already know Geenate. Each will then give a speech of thanks and gratitude and you will reciprocate. Only after those can the signing take place and you will have twenty documents to sign. Also each must be signed by all eight of you.”

 

“A speech?” exclaimed Logan, aghast.

 

“A short one only,” said Zytote, “and I have had one prepared for you.”

 

He clicked his fingers and Xomerin stepped forward with a slim scroll.

 

“Thank you,” said Logan, eyeing it. He reached out to take it but Xomerin pulled it back.

 

“It will be presented to you at the appropriate time,” said Zytote. “We do not want it lost, do we.”

 

“No,” said Logan, thinking it would be better if it was lost. Then again, if it did get lost he'd have to think up something to say himself which would be even worse. 

 

“Why twenty documents?” asked Autumn. “Is not one sufficient?”

 

“Oh dear me no,” said Zytote. “Each of the mintikas requires as copy, as do we, and each requires a copy in each language. Added to that a copy in each language is needed by Aferraron and Sassese'lte to be put in the archives and another for public display.”

 

“'Tis a lot of copies,” said Autumn. “What if errors have been made in the copying?”

 

“The scribes have been checked and rechecked many times,” said Zytote. “'Tis in fact a matter of the utmost importance for some eleven summers ago an agreement was reached with Wase concerning trade and a tiny island, some way to the south east of Danornor was much disputed over before agreement was finally reached. Alas, an error was made in the copying and was not discovered until after the signings. The ramifications of that error still reverberate.”

 

“Intriguing,” said Autumn. “How could such a mighty error have remained unfound?”

 

“'Twas the smallest of errors, Autumn,” said Zytote. “A matter of a single letter. The original clause concerning the island said that the island was not included. The copyist, alas, replaced in one copy the t of not with a w, thereby leaving the clause saying the island was now included. A most regrettable error.”

 

“Sploop,” exclaimed Logan. “What happened to the scribe? Did he lose his job?”

 

“Inevitably,” said Zytote. “'Tis difficult to be a scribe when both hands have been removed.”

 

“Ouch!” exclaimed Logan.

 

“Indeed,” said Zytote. “The Mo'i of Wase is not as forgiving as we are.”

 

“What would we have done had the scribe been one of ours?” asked Autumn.

 

“Merely removed the hand that made the error,” said Zytote. “Removing the other was mere vindictiveness, nothing more. Doubtless in time such a scribe would learn to write with his remaining hand and would be more careful with his work.”

 

“Doubtless,” said Autumn drily.

 

“But time is passing,” said Zytote. “While it is good for the Roinad to be a little late for such a ceremony, too much lateness would be amiss. If you would be so kind to accompany Lira to your rooms, Logan?”

 

“If I must,” said Logan. “Can Autumn come to the ceremony as well?”

 

“Alas no,” said Zytote. “'Tis a closed affair.”

 

“I will wait outside, Logan,” said Autumn. “Fear not, I will not be far away.”

 

“Good,” said Logan. “And can we leave this place afterwards?”

 

“Such arrangements are in hand, Logan,” said Zytote. “We leave on tomorrow's morning tide.”

 

* * *

 

“Thank Sploop that is over,” said Logan emerging from the House of the Alsiyada. Zytote was close behind and six guards followed, having waited in the Hall of Supplicants. He undid the cloth that was bound around his throat and let it hang loose, careless of the looks of passersby.

 

“If I may say, Logan, your speech seemed to go down well,” said Zytote. “Even Geenate seemed to approve.”

 

“Who wrote it?” asked Logan, looking around for Autumn.

 

“We have several skilled in the art of rhetoric,” said Zytote. “I'm not sure which wrote it. Doubtless Xomerin will know.”

 

“Good,” said Logan. “Where is Autumn? She said she would wait on the steps but I don't see her anywhere.”

 

“Perhaps she went back to the Palace,” said Zytote. “The ceremony did go on longer than I expected.”

 

“Aye,” said Logan. “No, Autumn would not just wander off like that.”

 

“A most excellent speech, my Lord Logan,” said one of the Safirs emerging from the House of the Alsiyada behind Logan. Logan recognised him but couldn't remember his name or which mintika he represented.

 

“Thank you,” said Logan.

 

“Perhaps you would care to join me for dinner while you are in Sassese'lte, my Lord?” said the man. “I am certain that there is much in Us-Iota that would interest you. We would be able to discuss many things, doubtless of mutual interest.”

 

“Regrettably my Lord Logan will be returning to Aferraron on the morning tide,” interrupted Zytote, “and has a full evening of engagements prior to that.”

 

“Ahh, I am bereft that I will not be able to better my acquaintance with the Roinad!” exclaimed the man. “Perhaps on his Lordship's return?”

 

“Perhaps, Eashian Yulsad abn Yussif,” said Zytote. “If you would excuse us?”

 

“But of course,” said Yulsad with a deep bow and sweep of his hand. He looked around then hurried off to talk to someone else.

 

“I have many engagements tonight?” asked Logan worriedly.

 

“No,” said Zytote, “but I did not think you wanted to dine with Yulsad. He will bend your ear endlessly trying to get you to side with him against Tersees. 'Tis never good to get embroiled in local politics.” 

 

“I dare say,” said Logan, looking around again. “Where can Autumn have got to?”

 

“Doubtless she is at the Palace,” said Zytote. “Ahh, Xomerin, there you are. The Roinad's speech went down quite well I think.”

 

“I am most delighted to hear that, my Lord,” said Xomerin.

 

“Have you seen Autumn anywhere?” asked Logan.

 

“Not for some time, my Lord,” said Xomerin. “Should she not be with you?”

 

“She said she'd wait outside this place for me,” said Logan, scanning the square in front of the House of the Alsiyada yet again.

 

“But did you not send a messenger to tell her to meet you elsewhere?” asked Xomerin.

 

“A messenger?” exclaimed Logan. “How could I send a messenger? I've been in there all this time. And where else would I be?”

 

“I confess I did find it a little strange, my Lord,” said Xomerin, “but I was in most interesting discussion with one of the aides of the Safir of Igoratsem. The lady did, however, depart with the messenger.”

 

“Oh really?” said Zytote, suddenly interested. “What did this aide have to say?”

 

“So where did Autumn go?” interrupted Logan, beginning to worry.

 

“I really cannot say, my Lord,” said Xomerin, pompously.

 

“Where is the messenger now?” asked Zytote. “Did he return?”

 

“I do not know, my Lord,” said Xomerin. “I do, however, fancy he was not one of ours. He had the look of a Sassese'ltian about him. I presumed he was a scribe from within the House of the Alsiyada.”

 

“Oh you fool!” exclaimed Zytote. “You Voqev cursed, Aloidia forsaken fool! How could you let such a thing happen?”

 




Chapter Thirty Two

 

“What is it?” exclaimed Logan anxiously. “Why is he a fool?”

 

“I am very much afraid that Autumn has been taken, Logan,” said Zytote, tapping his chin thoughtfully with his thumbnail.

 

“Taken?” cried Logan, staring at Zytote in shock. “What do you mean, taken?”

 

“Quietly, now, quietly,” said Zytote, looking around. “'Tis best we keep this quiet for as long as possible. Xomerin, not a word about this to anyone, you hear me.”

 

“Yes, my Lord,” said Xomerin very quietly. He, too, glanced around.

 

“You mean Tefkuu has taken her?” demanded Logan, clutching at Zytote's sleeve. “Is that what you are saying?”

 

“Please, lower your voice, Logan!” hissed Zytote. “Better still, let us say no more on this until we are back in my chambers.”

 

“But we must find her!” exclaimed Logan, his voice, if anything, even louder.

 

“My Lord!” barked Zytote. “Please!”

 

“Is there some difficulty, Zytote?” asked Vineet, walking over.

 

“A minor member of the Roinad's staff appears to have wandered off,” said Zytote calmly. “A trivial matter.”

 

“Perhaps my staff could assist in finding him,” offered Vineet.

 

“Do not concern yourself, Vineet,” said Zytote. “She shall be found momentarily. Doubtless she has returned to our chambers to prepare refreshments for the Roinad.”

 

“As you say, Zytote,” said Vineet. “But please, do not hesitate to send word if I can be of any assistance.”

 

“You are too kind, Vineet,” said Zytote. “If you will excuse us, the Roinad has much to do before our departure tomorrow.”

 

“So your intention to return to Aferraron remains unchanged?” asked Vineet.

 

“Indeed,” said Zytote as Logan drew in a ragged breath. “The Roinad has been away too long and there is much that demands his attention.”

 

“Ahh, indeed,” said Vineet. “The curse of the nobility, I'm sad to say. Would that there were more like us to share our burden.”

 

“Quite so, Vineet,” said Zytote. “If you will permit …?”

 

“Of course,” said Vineet. “'Twas not my intention to delay the Roinad of Aferraron.”

 

Zytote smiled pleasantly until Vineet's back was turned then grabbed Logan's shoulder, in breech of protocol, and propelled him away.

 

“Do not say another word until we are in my chambers,” he hissed.

 

“But …” started Logan, resisting his push.

 

“Not here!” hissed Zytote. “Xomerin, come with us.”

 

Rapidly Zytote manoeuvred Logan back to the Palace of the Saamrat, only a short distance from the House of the Alsiyada, the guards ensuring none came close.

 

“We can talk more freely now,” said Zytote, dropping wearily into his chair then jumping up again immediately when he saw Logan had not sat. “Please, Logan. Sit and let us discuss this calmly.”

 

“But Autumn had been taken!” exclaimed Logan, banging his fist on the table. “We must find her and get her back from Tefkuu!”

 

“Please, Logan,” said Zytote. “If she has indeed been taken by Tefkuu then 'tis but a simple matter. We will shortly receive some demand then we negotiate and she will be returned. I fear this is not the case, however. Xomerin, have there been any messages?”

 

“Not as yet, my Lord,” said Xomerin, looking over from where he was in discussion with a clerk.

 

“What do you mean?” demanded Logan. “Who else would have taken her?”

 

“Before I answer that, Logan,” said Zytote, “permit me to ask you a question. Had Tefkuu or some of his cutthroats tried to abduct Autumn, what would she do?”

 

Logan stared at Zytote for a few moments while his brain wrestled with this.

 

“Would she go willingly with them or would she use her prodigious skills to resist?” asked Zytote.

 

“'Tis difficult to say,” admitted Logan. “Likely she would resist but 'tis also possible she would go willingly as she would not want to cause them any suffering unnecessarily. 'Tis possible she agreed to meet Tefkuu again in the hope of persuading him to end his efforts or some such.”

 

“Surely she would not be that foolish?” said Zytote incredulously.

 

“It all depends on whether she saw a risk,” said Logan, “and she does not see risks to herself as being risks. 'Tis entirely possible she might go willingly to protect me or someone else. Who else might have taken her?”

 

“There is one other that might have,” said Zytote slowly. He gave up on Logan ever sitting down and slumped into his own chair. “'Twould be a most grievous breech of diplomacy however.”

 

“Who?” demanded Logan, scowling at Zytote.

 

“The Saamrat,” said Zytote. “Knowing that Autumn stands in the way of any marriage between you and her daughter and that we depart tomorrow she may well have sought to remove Autumn as an obstacle.”

 

“You mean she has had Autumn killed?” exclaimed Logan in horror.

 

“I would expect not,” said Zytote. “That would be counter productive as it would mean war between our two nations. Also, with Autumn dead, it would mean she has lost a bargaining chip. I fancy, and 'tis only a fancy as we do not yet know who has Autumn, that the Saamrat may intend to return Autumn in return for an agreement to wed her daughter.”

 

“Voqev!” exclaimed Logan, aghast. “Then send her a message saying I agree to marry the blasted girl! We must get Autumn back!”

 

“Let us not be too hasty, Logan,” said Zytote. “Mayhap it was Tefkuu. Indeed I pray that it was he for that will be easier to deal with. It is quite out of the question for you to marry this girl however. Neither Hysleria nor I will permit such a union through force.”

 

“Can you stop me?” asked Logan, scowling at Zytote.

 

“No,” said Zytote. “But Aferraron would never recognise the union and a Mundulgen would be called to appoint a new Roinad.”

 

“Does not the Saamrat know this?” asked Xomerin.

 

“Likely not,” said Zytote. “Our manner of appointing a Roinad has long bemused our neighbours. Doubtless she expects Logan to announce his marriage and that that will be the end of it.”

 

“Then that is what I will do,” said Logan. “I never wanted to be Roinad anyway.”

 

“You are not thinking well, Logan,” said Zytote. “If you wed this girl then step down as Roinad what will happen next?”

 

“We all live happily ever after?” asked Logan.

 

“With her daughter wedded to a commoner?” asked Zytote. “Think again, Logan. She means to have the girl wedded to Aferraron and the Roinad, not you. You will just be in the way.”

 

“Even better,” said Logan. “We can break the marriage, get Autumn back and I will not be Roinad. 'Twould seem the perfect ending to me.”

 

“There is but one drawback to your scheme, Logan,” said Zytote. “Under Sassese'ltian law only death can end a marriage.”

 

“I would die to save Autumn,” said Logan with simple sincerity.

 

“Be that as it may,” said Zytote, unimpressed. “We do not yet know the full facts of the situation. It may well be Tefkuu in which case we pay the ransom and be done with it.”

 

“Excuse me, my Lord,” said Xomerin. “Two messages have arrived.”

 

“What if I step down as Roinad anyway?” asked Logan, not hearing him. “She will not want me to wed her daughter then.”

 

“True,” said Zytote, beckoning Xomerin over. “But 'tis unlikely she will return Autumn alive for kidnapping an official is in breech of the First Aferraron-Sassese'lte Treaty of Communion which expressly forbids such things. At best it would lead to the revocation of the Treaty and at worst, war.”

 

He reached for the two scrolls and inspected the seals.

 

“”Let us hope this is not what I think it is,” he remarked, breaking the first scroll open. He read it and frowned.

 

“What does it say?” asked Logan urgently.

 

“Merely that Agneida, daughter of Geenate aibna Rispath requests an audience with the Roinad at his earliest convenience,” said Zytote, “which is not wholly to be unexpected. One presumes the girl wishes to meet her future era'owen. 'Tis interesting that the request comes at this time, however, and not after the betrothal is announced.”

 

He broke open the other then groaned before reading it a second time, more slowly.

 

“Well?” demanded Logan impatiently.

 

“'Tis from the Saamrat,” said Zytote. “It would seem that Autumn visited her this day and that she has expressed a desire to remain in Sassese'lte as the guest of the Saamrat for an indefinite time. Damn that bitch!”

 

“Please do not call Autumn a bitch!” exclaimed Logan, his eyes narrowing and his hands curling into fists.

 

“Not her,” snapped Zytote, “the other one! That Geenate. Damned if she isn't clever!”

 

“How so?” asked Logan.

 

“She has expressed this as Autumn's desire,” said Zytote. “That way she does not contravene the Treaty. If Autumn chooses to stay in Sassese'lte there is little we can do about it.”

 

“But Autumn would never do that!” exclaimed Logan. “She has always promised me that if we were to ever part she would tell me first!” Tears started to prickle behind his eyes.

 

“If this were indeed Autumn's desire,” said Zytote, “then I would have expected a message to accompany this one in Autumn's handwriting to say so. She can write, can she not?”

 

“Aye, indeed,” said Logan.

 

“And you would recognise her writing?” asked Zytote.

 

“Definitely,” said Logan.

 

“Then we can assume that Geenate expected a forgery to be detected and so left it unprovable either way,” said Zytote, scanning the scroll again. “This makes things very difficult, very difficult indeed.”

 

“How so?” asked Logan.

 

“Because we have no valid grounds upon which to demand her return,” said Zytote.

 

“If I may interrupt, my Lord,” said Xomerin.

 

“Yes, what is it?” snapped Zytote.

 

“As a most beloved and trusted official to the Roinad,” said Zytote, “would not Lady Autumn be obligated to finish her term of employment before moving to Sassese'lte?”

 

“You have a point there,” said Zytote, frowning. “Yes, man, I think you have hit upon the solution! Send for my clerk.”

 

“What solution?” asked Logan hopefully.

 

“I shall write a strongly worded letter of protest,” said Zytote. “Implying, but not stating, that we believe Autumn to have been kidnapped and requiring her immediate return to both finish her period of employment in your service and to confirm her intent or otherwise to move to Sassese'lte.”

 

“You think that will work?” asked Logan.

 

“Likely not quickly,” said Zytote, “but it will begin the diplomatic process. Doubtless there will be various reasons why Autumn needs to stay with the Saamrat but I venture we will be able to counter those.”

 

“So when do you think we'll get Autumn back?” asked Logan.

 

“Perhaps a summer, perhaps two,” said Zytote. “Diplomacy is a slow process.”

 

“Two summers?” exclaimed Logan. “Two summers!”

 

“Perhaps longer,” said Zytote.

 

“Then why not send in our army?” asked Logan.

 

“Several reasons,” said Zytote. “Firstly, that would constitute an act of war. Secondly, all diplomatic channels have not yet been exhausted. Thirdly, we know not where Autumn is. It is entirely possible she is, as we speak, being taken to some unknown place far distant.”

 

“Voqev!” exclaimed Logan.

 

“And last, but by no means least,” added Zytote, “we have no army available. A handful of guards will not be sufficient. It will take some considerable time to assemble an army and ship it here. Doubtless the cost would be prohibitive as well.”

 

“May Yammoe spit on all your deliberations!” shouted Logan, slamming his fist on the table in anger. “Autumn has been kidnapped and we must get her back!” 

 

“And she shall be,” said Zytote. “It just may take some time, that is all. This raises in turn the question of whether or not we delay our departure tomorrow.”

 

“I cannot believe you said that!” exclaimed Logan. “You would have us leave Autumn behind?”

 

“I see very little to be gained by staying, Logan,” said Zytote.

 

“You foul fiend!” exclaimed Logan, hating Zytote. “Yammoe would not waste Its breath on you!”

 

“Ahem,” coughed Xomerin.

 

“Yes, what is it?” said Zytote, unwilling to meet Logan's stare.

 

“Perhaps it might be productive if my Lord Logan were to meet with this girl?” said Xomerin. “He may be able to find out where Lady Autumn is. Indeed, given her skills it is not wholly impossible Lady Autumn is to be her chaperone.”

 

“Somewhat unlikely, I would think, Xomerin,” said Zytote.

 

“As you say, my Lord,” said Xomerin, “but if the Roinad were to visit this Agneida in her section of the Palace rather than in ours my Lord Logan may hear or see something which would provide a clue to the Lady Autumn's whereabouts.”

 

“A faint possibility,” said Zytote. “But what good would that do us?”

 

“If the Lady's whereabouts are known, my Lord,” said Xomerin tentatively, “then, umm, perhaps it would be possible to find some in Sassese'lte, perhaps even Tefkuu himself, to stage a breakout. That way it would be an internal issue and not a diplomatic one.”

 

“Out of the question,” said Zytote, scowling at him. “'Twould be demeaning for Aferraron to stoop to mercenaries, not to mention costly. Such people are not cheap.”

 

“Make the arrangements, Xomerin,” said Logan coldly. “Zytote no longer works for me. You are now my whatever Zytote used to be.”

 

“Immediately, my Lord,” said Xomerin, delighted with how things had worked out.

 

“Hysleria will not be impressed,” said Zytote in shock.

 

“Hysleria isn't here,” said Logan, his face stern and resolute. “But I am. Make it so, Xomerin.”

 

* * *

 

“The Lady Agneida,” announced Xomerin, “and her chaperone, the Lady Ostamue.”

 

“Show her in,” said Logan, stopping pacing anxiously and turning to face the door.

 

Two Sassese'ltian guards stationed themselves besides the two guard already at the door. A slim young girl with a pleasant, alert face walked in, followed by an older woman with a stern face. The young girl, Agneida, wore a narrow gold band around her hairless scalp. The older, Ostamue, may well have had hair but it was all hidden behind a dark grey scarf, tied with a small silver buckle under her chin.

 

“Thank you for coming at such short notice,” said Xomerin. “Perhaps if the Lady Agneida would care to sit next to my Lord Logan? I fancy conversation will be easier that way.”

 

“The Lady Agneida is most anxious to meet with her intended as soon as possible,” said Ostamue haughtily as Agneida sat in the directed chair and studied Logan from under her eyelashes. “She is most excited by the prospect.”

 

“Entirely understandable, as are we all,” said Xomerin. Seeing Ostamue was about to sit in Logan's chair he quickly intercepted her. “Perhaps if the Lady Ostamue would care to join me over by the window? I have refreshments prepared of which we may partake without inhibiting my Lord and Lady's conversation while still permitting us to ensure no improprieties are taken.”

 

“I daresay all will be well,” said Ostamue. She narrowed her eyes at Logan as if expecting him to rip his clothes off and ravish her charge but he did not. He merely smiled and sat down beside Agneida, his formal clothes bothering him not the least as Autumn was uppermost in his mind.

 

“Hello Agneida,” he said quietly.

 

“Hello Logan,” said Agneida.

 

“Now what do I say?” thought Logan. He cleared his throat. “Umm, I trust you are well.”

 

“As well as can be expected, Logan,” said Agneida. She looked in his eyes then looked away again quickly.

 

“Ahh, good,” said Logan, wondering how to bring up Autumn. “Umm, the weather is good for the time of year is it not?”

 

“'Tis wetter than normal,” she said.

 

“Ahh, right,” he said. “Umm, Lady Ostamue called me your intended. Umm, nothing has been decided about that yet, I'm afraid.”

 

Agneida's eyes flicked fully open and she stared at him for several heartbeats.

 

“I understood it to be agreed in principle, Logan,” she said quietly, “with merely the where and the when to be decided.”

 

“There is much discussion going on,” said Logan, hesitating before taking the plunge, “and much depends on my Apiakun, Autumn Savannah.”

 

“I see,” said Agneida even more quietly.

 

“Interesting,” thought Logan. “She does not enquire who Autumn is!”

 

“Ahh, do you not wish to know why much depends on Autumn?” he asked, matching her quietness and leaning towards her. He could see Ostamue watching his every move, her mouth chomping rhythmically up and down as she ate the cake Xomerin had provided.

 

“If you will permit, my Lord,” said Agneida, her voice barely above a whisper and her lips not moving, “Can I ask a question of you and expect an honest answer?”

 

“Of course,” said Logan, as quietly as she although he was not conversant with Palace intrigue and had not learnt to talk without moving his lips.

 

Agneida quickly glanced at Ostamue who was torn between watching Agneida and not being rude to Xomerin as he chatted with her.

 

“Do you desire this union?” she asked.

 

Logan took a deep breath then said “No” quietly and clearly. “Do you?”

 

“There is another who has my heart,” said Agneida, looking faintly relieved. “If I must wed then he would be my first choice. Ahh, and I fancy this Autumn would be yours?”

 

“Yes,” said Logan, “but I am trapped in this.”

 

“As am I,” said Agneida. “Alas I cannot see a way out of this situation that neither of us desires.”

 

“As long as Autumn remains with your mother,” said Logan, aware of the risk he was taking, “then my hands are bound. If, however, Autumn were returned then …” and he let the sentence hang.

 

“Alas, I cannot defy my mother and have Autumn returned,” said Agneida. “I am merely her daughter and she is head of the family.”

 

“That is unfortunate,” said Logan. “Umm, I don't suppose by any chance you know where Autumn is? If I knew that then it may be possible to, umm, ask her to come back.”

 

“She is in the sky tower,” said Agneida.

 

“Yes!” shouted Logan in his head but he managed to keep his face fairly inscrutable as Ostamue was watching again. “And where is the sky tower, if I may ask.”

 

“'Tis the tall tower on the south east corner of the Palace,” said Agneida, her face well practised in not conveying what was on her mind. “Also, I fancy you will not be able to release her from there.”

 

“Why is that?” asked Logan.

 

“'Tis where Weoitu, the Sorcerer to the Saamrat goes on occasion to study the night skies,” said Agneida. “'Tis a comfortable place and your Autumn is being well cared for but it is some considerable way off the ground and the door is kept locked. I do not know who has the key. Most likely my mother or perhaps Weoitu but it matters not. Weoitu has put a spell on the door so Autumn cannot touch those who enter to care for her needs. When someone opens the door the spell pushes Autumn to the far wall and does not release her until the door is locked again. That way her needs can be met but she cannot best those who enter and thereby make her escape. Only Weoitu can remove the spell and he has gone into hiding.”

 

“This could be a difficulty,” said Logan, thinking hard. “Umm, is there a window or other entrance? Perhaps from above or below?”

 

“No,” said Agneida, “the tower is hollow save for the room at the top and a narrow staircase leading to the door. There are four windows so Weoitu can see the sky in all directions but all are at the top and 'tis not possible for anyone to climb save by the stairs. The outside walls are coated with bronze beaten thin and smooth. 'Tis something to do with the making of sorcery but I know not what. That is why that place was chosen for your Autumn as not even she can climb down such a tower.”

 




Chapter Thirty Three

 

Very cautiously, Logan eased the door to his chamber open a sliver and peered through. The torch in the corridor was burning low and, as he had hoped, the guard was both bored and drowsy. He slouched against the wall of the corridor with both hands tucked comfortably inside his sword belt.

 

“'Tis time,” thought Logan, both relieved that his seemingly endless waiting was coming to an end and apprehensive about what was to come.

 

He left the door as it was, nervous of making a noise closing it and alerting the guard. On tiptoe he stole across his waiting room to his bed chamber. On the far side of the bed, hidden in case of unexpected visitors, was a blanket. Already torn into strips and knotted together, he hoped his makeshift rope would be long enough to reach the ground. He quickly rolled a second blanket and looped it three times around his waist and knotted that as well.

 

Once again he tiptoed back to the door and peered through. The guard's head was drooping. As he turned, the knot of the blanket around his waist brushed the door and it creaked slightly. Logan froze for a few heartbeats then twisted awkwardly to peer through the sliver again. The guard did not seem to have noticed.

 

“Aye-yai-yai,” thought Logan and eased himself well away from the door before turning. He tiptoed to the window opposite the door and peered out, congratulating himself for having had the foresight to open the shutter some time before. The night was cloudy and Plakill was fully obscured but Plifal, the smaller of the two, was not far above the horizon and was covered with only thin cloud. The light from Plifal was poor but it was still enough to make out shapes. He couldn't see any sign of the two guards that stood at the side entrance to the West Wing of the Palace which was unsurprising as they would be lost in the inky blackness of the building itself, but he could just make out the slowly shifting shapes of the two who patrolled the western end of the building. He had watched from the window before the light had gone and noted that they went around the corner of the West Wing then returned but a short time later. Not long but enough, he hoped, to allow him to climb out the window, get to the ground and be lost among the shadows without being seen as they returned.

 

More importantly, the tall tower on the end of the East Wing opposite showed starkly black against the dark grey of the cloudy sky. At the very top there was a faint glow as though a candle or two burned. Hopefully it meant Autumn was inside and safe. The possibility that Agneida had been mistaken about where Autumn was being held, or lied, had worried Logan but he'd eventually dismissed the thought. If Autumn wasn't there then he had no idea where she might be instead. That meant he'd have to rely on Xomerin's mercenaries and a raid by mercenaries was more than likely to have major consequences some considerable way above the fraying of Logan's nerves. His plan, such as it was, was that a lone operator, who by good fortune also happened to be an experienced thief, stood a better than even chance for freeing her.

 

Logan wedged the end of his blanket rope, a knot already in place, under the hinge of one shutter then closed the shutter as far as it would go. He tossed the rest of the rope out of the window then peered down to see how far it reached as he'd not heard it hit the ground. It was too dark to tell but when he wiggled it he fancied he saw a movement a long way down.

 

“Well, as Autumn would say,” he muttered under his breath, “however far down it goes it means less far to drop which has to be good.”

 

He grabbed his staff and shoved it down his back, inside the blanket knotted around his waist. Then he slung a leg over the sill and tried to slip through the window but the top end of his staff caught against the top of the window frame with a faint clunk.

 

“Sploop!” he muttered and slid backwards to free the staff then bent forward as far as he could so the staff did not catch again. This time it worked. He slid his backside off the sill and hung there for a moment while he groped for the rope. One final glance around confirmed both the walking guards had gone. He muttered a quick prayer to Aloidia in the hope that It would make both guards at the side entrance look the other way then another prayer to Mizule in the hope that It would look favourably on his effort to save Its disciple Autumn then released his other hand from the sill. There were a few soft scraping sounds as he swung a little but there were no shouts of alarm so he quickly climbed down to the end of the rope. Sadly, even hanging at arms length, he could not feel the ground with his feet nor see it in the darkness. 

 

“If any deity is listening,” he muttered, “please have mercy on me,” then he let go. He fell perhaps no more than half a body length and landed squarely on his feet. “Thank you,” he muttered and looked around. One guard was just appearing around the corner of the Wing so he scuttled further along, keeping close to the wall of the Palace. 

 

He didn't go far, however, as he had observed that the two patrolling guards, doubtless from Aferraron as the Roinad and his staff were in this Wing, only patrolled to where the Wing joined the rest of the Palace. They met their Sassese'ltian counterparts at the join, exchanged a few brief words then returned. Logan hadn't been able to see clearly from the window but it was likely the two Sassese'ltian guards patrolled only along the side of the Palace and two others patrolled the East Wing.

 

Pressed against the side of the Palace with his face to the wall, Logan saw, from the corner of his eye, the two Aferraron guards approach then pass him. Restraining his urge to run, he stayed until he heard them speak to the Sassese'ltian guards then, as silently as possible, he hurried, stooping low, some distance across the grass before flattening himself on the ground when he heard a guard speak sharply.

 

Presumably all four looked out over the grass but couldn't see anything. There was a hint of derision in a voice, doubtless someone accusing another of being jumpy. Then, judging by the sounds, they split up and resumed their separate patrols. 

 

Logan waited six heartbeats then cautiously lifted his head. Their movements were indistinct but it certainly looked as though the guards were back to their routine. Logan waited another ten heartbeats then eased himself further away from the Palace. At a half run, hoping not to stumble, Logan kept pace with the Sassese'ltian guards until they met with the guards of the East Wing.

 

“Fiau,” whispered Logan, pulling his staff out from behind him. “I need your aid but you must stay silent.”

 

There was a faint rustle then Logan sensed something standing beside him.

 

“Is that you, Fiau?” he whispered, reaching out to touch whatever it was. It could as easily have been a small tree he hadn't noticed and there could be someone behind it. Nervously he whispered “Fiau? Are you there? Say something Fiau.”

 

“You said to stay silent, Logan,” whispered Fiau. “Is that no longer a requirement?”

 

“Oh Sploop!” muttered Logan, his heart calming down. “'Twas my mistake. I meant very quiet, not silent.”

 

“Ah,” whispered Fiau. She paused while she looked around. “Where is Autumn?”

 

“Up there,” whispered Logan. “You see where that faint glow is?”

 

“Indeed,” said Fiau, grasping Logan's shoulder as she bent as far back as she could to see that high up. “How may I aid you?”

 

“I need to get up there,” whispered Logan. “Autumn is trapped there and I need to get her out.”

 

“Then I wish you good fortune, Logan,” whispered Fiau. “How can I aid you?”

 

“Can you get me up to the windows at the top?” asked Logan, “then get us both down?”

 

“'Tis very high,” whispered Fiau. “I am not certain I can reach that high. What is it made of?”

 

“I am told it is cased with smooth slippery metal,” whispered Logan. “Would that be a problem?”

 

“Then for certain I cannot reach,” said Fiau. “To go that high will stretch me to my thinnest and if I cannot dig in roots part way up for support then I will snap with any added weight.”

 

“Voqev, no!” exclaimed Logan then slapped a hand over his mouth. The guards were at their furthest reaches and likely hadn't heard but voices do carry in the night. “Are you certain of that?”

 

“Nothing in life is certain, Logan,” whispered Fiau, “but 'tis highly likely. I am but a branch, not a fully mature tree.”

 

“Damnation,” exclaimed Logan under his breath.

 

“Why do we need to go as high as the top?” asked Fiau, looking up again.

 

“Because Autumn is trapped up there!” whispered Logan. “What in Sploop's name do we do now?”

 

“Would it not be easier to get on top of the other structure?” asked Fiau, “then go from there to the tall one?”

 

“Oh you fool!” exclaimed Logan then clapped his hand over his mouth again.

 

“I am sorry to be unable to aid you, Logan,” whispered Fiau. Her thin voice sounded decidedly hurt.

 

“No! Wait, come back,” whispered Logan as he felt Fiau merging back into his staff. “I did not mean you were a fool! I meant I was. Please forgive me! I'm sorry!”

 

“My apologies, Logan,” rustled Fiau, re-emerging. “I misunderstood your meaning.”

 

“I would never call you a fool, Fiau,” whispered Logan. “You are by far the cleverest, strongest, most helpful branch I could ever wish for.”

 

“A simple explanation is sufficient, Logan,” whispered Fiau. “Does this mean you have changed your intent?”

 

“Aye,” whispered Logan. “Get me onto the roof of the Palace then once up there it is but a short distance to the top of the tower.”

 

“Do I have to grow from here?” asked Fiau.

 

“No, we'll get right up close,” whispered Logan. “In fact it will be easier as we can get onto the roof in that corner when the guards are away. The others at the front don't move much. Best you get back inside the staff for now.”

 

“As you wish,” said Fiau and merged silently back.

 

“They don't seem to be particularly good guards,” thought Logan as he watched all four make their way back to the corner where the East Wing joined. “But then I don't expect they're watching for just one person. If there's going to be an attack it'll most likely be a small army and then most likely from the seaward side.”

 

The guards met at the join, exchanged a few words then separated and resumed their patrols. Logan seized the moment to hurry into the darkness where the walls joined. A light still burned in a window on the second floor, a little way along the main wall, suggesting someone was still awake and had their shutters open but no one was looking out.

 

“Right, Fiau,” whispered Logan, bracing himself against the wall. “Get me to the roof.”

 

Immediately his staff sprouted several thick roots to brace the staff on the ground. The top of the staff bent over and wrapped itself around the blanket tied around Logan's waist then bodily lifted him into the air as Fiau grew to the height to the roof. She twisted and deposited him and he yelped as he slid down the sloping roof, his fingers and toes scrabbling at the clay tiles. Another root slapped over him and held him steady until he had a solid grip.

 

“Thank you, Fiau,” muttered Logan.

 

“You are most welcome, Logan,” rustled Fiau as she grew two more roots to secure herself on the roof then her body shrank, pulling itself up from the ground.

 

Logan sat there on the edge of the roof for several moments, catching his breath and waiting for his heart to slow down. Then he explored the roof around him with his hands. 

 

“'Tis greasy with bird shit and rain,” he whispered, “but there is moss and other growing stuff up here too. If we step carefully then likely we won't slide off.”

 

“You will not fall, Logan,” whispered Fiau, sending a root slithering across the roof to the base of the sky tower. “Brace your feet against my root.” A mass of thin tendrils grew out from that root and buried themselves amongst the tiles. One tile slid off but Fiau caught it in mid air before it hit the ground and shattered. She neatly replaced it where it had been and pressed it firmly down. 

 

“'You are a clear thinker, Fiau,” whispered Logan. “Please don't ever think I mean you when I call myself a fool.”

 

Logan decided prudence was better than speed in this situation, especially as the guards were some way below and would be unlikely to look up. He stayed on his hands and knees, keeping a firm grip on Fiau's root. She followed, her toes gripping the edges of the tiles, the staff absorbing the root as they got closer to the tower.

 

“Now, if you could get me up there,” whispered Logan, pointing to the glow in the window above.

 

“Assuredly,” rustled Fiau. “Step on my hand.”

 

Logan stepped onto her hand as it grew into a flat platform then Fiau lifted him effortlessly up. The smooth bronze of the wall slid beneath his hands as he used the wall for balance.

 

“Enough,” whispered Logan when his head reached the window. 

 

He peered in and there was Autumn! She was sitting with her back to the far wall, heels on her knees as always, and playing with some small things on the floor. On a nearby table was some food but it looked untouched.

 

“Autumn!” hissed Logan. “Autumn!”

 

“Hello, Logan!” exclaimed Autumn, looking up and smiling. “What took you so long?”

 

“What?” hissed Logan, nearly losing his balance in surprise. A stalk grew out of Fiau's platform behind him in case he fell backwards.

 

“I knew you would come for me,” said Autumn, “except I thought it would be soon after dusk, not the middle of the night. Come, look at this. 'Tis a puzzle I do not understand.”

 

“That can wait,” said Logan, a little put out as this was not the welcome he'd expected. “We must leave. Now!”

 

“Indeed,” said Autumn getting to her feet. “Puzzles can indeed wait and I am curious to see if it remains true outside this room. There is magic here.” She picked up the small objects and slipped them inside her pack.

 

“I know,” said Logan, slapping his hand on the window sill. “Come on!”

 

“Greetings Fiau,” said Autumn when she peered over the window sill. “Are you well?”

 

“Greetings Autumn,” whispered Fiau. “I am well. You are well also?”

 

“Oh come on!” exclaimed Logan quietly, anxious to be gone.

 

“Where are we going?” asked Autumn, stepping onto Fiau's platform.

 

“Anywhere away from here,” whispered Logan. “You know you were kidnapped to try to force me into wedding the Saamrat's daughter?”

 

“I did not,” whispered Autumn as Fiau lowered them to the roof, “although I fancied it might be something along those lines, however, as I could not see how I was a threat in any other way. 'Tis good to see you again, friend Logan.”

 

They hurried back across the roof to the corner then waited for the guards to meet and separate again before Fiau lowered them both to the ground.

 

“This way,” whispered Logan and hurried across the grounds towards the city, some way away.

 

“Are we not going back to Aferraron?” asked Autumn when they stopped to investigate a high wooden fence that, presumably, marked the boundary of the Palace grounds.

 

“No,” said Logan. “I cannot take any more of that life. Even if we go away again when we get back to Uli-Rratha there will still be all that nonsense on the ships and Hysleria may do something to try to stop us. I left a note however.”

 

“Ahh,” said Autumn. “To whom and what about?”

 

“To Xomerin,” said Logan. “I replaced Zytote as he didn't seem overly inclined to try to get you back. Xomerin at least was willing to hire fighters if the need arose.”

 

“You surely knew I would not approve of that,” said Autumn, frowning. “I would not have people put at risk simply to save me.”

 

“Aye, I did know,” said Logan, “which I why I decided to get you myself as I have vowed to do that. Anyway, I told Xomerin to leave for Aferraron in the morning as planned and to put it about that we were on board. That way everyone will assume we are on the ship at least until it lands in Aferraron. By then we will be long gone.”

 

“'Tis a masterly plan,” said Autumn, “and one that will doubtless work well. So, Logan the Decider, whither are we going?”

 

“You wanted to explore Sassese'lte,” said Logan. “I fancy once we are past this fence we can get lost in the city of Tafa'ul then make our way out across country. 'Tis probably best we don't go up north and fall into the hands of Tefkuu again but from what I have heard there is much of Sassese'lte to the west and south. I venture the Saamrat will not look for us until we are long gone and doubtless will not even try then.”

 

“Oh, and one more thing before we cross this fence and loose ourselves in the city,” said Autumn.

 

“And what is that?” asked Logan, worrying she had found a flaw in his plans already.

 

“Just my deepest thanks,” said Autumn, taking his hand. “I cannot fight against magic and so put my trust on you and your vow. 'Twas nobly done and no one was injured along the way. Thank you, Logan.” She leant forward and kissed him on the lips.

 

“Ooh-er,” exclaimed Logan, his face glowing so brightly it could likely be seen from the Palace. 

 

“It may have been Aloidia who brought us together,” said Autumn, hugging him, “or it may have been some other deity but I gave my heartfelt thanks to which-soever It was. Lead on, Logan, Much Beloved. Lead on.”

 

* * *

 

“So what was this puzzle you spoke of?” asked Logan when Autumn had finished her meditating and done her exercises in a grassy field beside the Atafa River. On the other bank were the straggling edges of the City of Tafa'ul but there were only a few isolated farms this side. They had made their camp for the remainder of the night in the lee of a small bridge across the river.

 

“Actually the entire episode was something of a puzzle,” said Autumn. “For some reason I suspected nothing when a messenger came to tell me you desired I met you elsewhere. My suspicions only appeared when I was taken to that tower but even then I was not overly suspicious as the tower was part of the Palace and I supposed, although foolishly in hindsight, that you had good reason.”

 

“Mayhap some form of magic was being put on you even then,” said Logan. “That has been done before.”26

 

 

“You mean Ta'umboq?” asked Autumn and Logan nodded. “Perhaps. 'Twas only when I was pushed into a corner by unseen forces when the door opened that I realised magic was being used. I tried to escape through the windows but it was quickly clear that I could not climb down the metal wall nor could I jump onto the roof for it sloped steeply and looked slippery and doubtless I would have fallen. 'Twould have been a foolishness for I knew I had a hidden weapon.”

 

“What weapon is that?” asked Logan.

 

“You,” said Autumn, smiling and reaching out to touch his hand. “I knew you would find a way.”

 

“'Tis fortunate that sorcerer did not think to magic the windows as well,” said Logan, trying not to go red.

 

“Doubtless he did not see the need,” said Autumn. “He was not to know of the power of Logan and Fiau.”

 

“True enough,” said Logan. “Fiau's abilities and my unpredictable stupidity are a fearsome combination! But you do not tell me of the puzzle or is that it? How Logan the Foolish can still win out?”

 

“You do yourself a most grievous injustice,” said Autumn, fishing the small objects from her pack. “No, you are by no means foolish, Logan. I venture 'twill be easy enough for you to explain this little conundrum to me.”

 

“I will try,” said Logan. “What are they?”

 

“These are some Sassese'ltian coins I found in the room,” said Autumn. “I held them in my hand as I pondered more on the meaning of money then I started to play with them as time was weighing heavily on me for some reason. Look, these two coins are of the same size, are they not?”

 

“Umm, yes,” said Logan, taking them and studying them carefully.

 

“And both have the profile of the Saamrat on them, do they not?” asked Autumn.

 

“Aye,” said Logan, having noticed that as well.

 

“Then look what happens when I do this,” said Autumn, putting both coins side by side on a flat stone. “Notice that both have the Saamrat's head the same way up and facing the same way. Now, if I rotate this one around the edge of the other, you see the Saamrat's head rotates as well?”

 

“Yes,” said Logan, frowning. “I do not see the puzzle however. If the head stayed the same while you rotated the coin, now that would be a puzzle.”

 

“But observe,” said Autumn. “If I rotate this coin but once all the way around the other you see the Saamrat's head goes around fully twice. I am unable to understand that. Both coins are the same size and so should have the same length around the outside edge so I would expect the head to rotate only once, not twice.”

 

“Let me have a go,” said Logan, frowning. He laid the coins side by side as before then rolled one around the other, carefully watching the Saamrat's head. It did, indeed, rotate twice and yet surely the coin had only rotated once?

 

“How odd,” exclaimed Logan, rolling the coin around the other again. “That is indeed a puzzle! You think these are magic coins? You did find them in a sorcerer's room, after all.”

 

“If they are then I can see no point to it,” said Autumn. “Think on it as we begin a new adventure. Mayhap your mind may yet come up with an explanation.”

 


Glossary

{Pronunciations given in curly brackets}

(OT refers to Old Tongue terms, N to Neander terms, W to Wase terms, S to Sassese'lte terms)

[Where an entry is specific to a particular Tale, that Tale is given in square brackets]

abn/aibna {ab-en / ay-ib-na} (S): Designating a 'child of'; abn being a male child and aibna female.

Agneida {ag-nay-ee-da} [10]: Daughter of Geenate aibna Rispath, Sarkane of Tersees and Saamrat of Sassese'lte. 

Aice {ay-ee-se} [10]: A member of the pirates led by Tefkuu abn Atlras. 

Alsiyada {al-see-ya-da} (S): A committee which represents the diverse mintikas collectively within Sassese'lte on matters of foreign policy and international relations. The committee comprises a hereditary head, known as the Saamrat, and a representative from each mintika, the Safir, who serves on the committee for two years. The Alsiyada has no jurisdiction on inter- or intra- mintika matters except where there is an impact on foreign relations. When the Alsiyada convenes, the Saamrat has five votes and each of the Safirs have one vote so a majority must always either include the Saamrat or have the six other Safirs united. See also Table 1: Overview of the Seven Mintikas of Sassese'lte at the time of The Annals. 

Apiakun {ap-ayah-ku-ne}: The personal representative of a contender at a Mundulgen. A champion and skilled fighter.

Asseyi {ah-ss-ey-i} (S): The Sassese'lte name for Mizule, the deity of warriors.

Atafa River {ah-ta-fa}: A river fed by the Tezalin Tafki which supplies Tafa'ul with fresh water.

Atdiram {at-di-ra-me} [10]: A pirate killed by Autumn (accidentally) when Tefkuu abn Atlras' pirates stormed the Storm Chaser.

Atlras abn Calqun {at-el-ras ab-en cal-ke-un} [10]: The father of Tefkuu abn Atlras and one time head of the Taalcarik tribe. 

Ayen {ah-ye-ne} [10]: A fisherman from Smysse and almost era'owen of Myryl. 

Baeng Kaa {bay-en kah} [10]: Votamme (captain and owner) of the Storm Chaser. 

Balabhadra {ba-la-ba-ha-dra} (S): A walled sub-city within Tafa'ul containing the principle shrine of Asseyi, the headquarters of the priests of Asseyi and their archives. The Balabhadra, by agreement with the government of Tersees, is not subject to the jurisdiction of Tersees nor the City of Tafa'ul. However, the Balabhadra is not a mintika and has no representation on the Alsiyada. 

Ban {ba-ne} (S): The principal unit of currency in Sassese'lte. One ban comprises twelve banuuls. 

Banuul {ba-nu-ul} (S): A unit of Sassese'ltian currency, being one twelfth of a ban. 

Cari {ka-re} [10]: The era'owen of the pirate Atdiram. 

Carstva Adcaju {ka-rust-va ad-ka-ju}: Technically an island in the north Azure Sea between Aferraron and Sassese'lte but connected to both by polar ice. There is some debate among geologists whether Carstva Adcaju was connected to Sassese'lte by permanent ice or merely seasonal glaciers at the time of The Annals.

Cassen {kas-sen} [10]: A housemaid in Hysleria's entourage to Sassese'lte. 

Dhriti {dr-ih-ti} [10]: Almost era'owen of Oorja. 

Eashian/Eashiqa {esh-ee-an / esh-ee-ka} (S): Formally, the title Lord or Lady, but for one subordinate to the Sarkun or Sarkane. When used less formally it is a polite form of address. 

Eazt {ee-ay-st} (S): A form of paper developed in classical Sassese'lte. Eazt was made by mixing gelatine from boiled animal skin and bones with hairs from the hides of cows. The mixture was then left to cool then pounded into flat sheets before being cut into squares. Typically these squares were 35cm wide and were stitched on the top edge to form a book. Eazt suffered two significant disadvantages; once fully dry it became brittle and broke relatively easily and, due to the organic gelatine content, went mouldy unless maintained in a dry atmosphere. Consequently scrolls remained the preferred option until wood pulp papers were developed. 

Elandima {eh-land-ee-ma} [10]: A woman in Rhabir and sister of Temis. 

Ettairea {et-tie-re-ah} [10]: Era'owen of the pirate Tefkuu abn Atlras. 

First Aferraron-Sassese'lte Treaty of Communion: Outlining general principles of co-operation and trade in times of peace. The Treaty was the first Treaty agreed by the newly formed Alsiyada of Sassese'lte following the War of Unification and, consequently, contains significantly more loopholes and inconsistencies than it does points of co-operation. 

Frai {frey} [10]: A member of the pirates led by Tefkuu abn Atlras. 

Geenate aibna Rispath {gee-na-te ay-ib-na ree-spa-th} [10]: Sarkane of Tersees and Saamrat of Sassese'lte. See also Table 1: Overview of the Seven Mintikas of Sassese'lte at the time of The Annals. 

Ghabat Kathifa {gth-ab-at ka-thee-fa}: A dense swampy forest separating the Ahi'aktes and Roaaut mintikas of Sassese'lte from the other mintikas. 

Ghea {gth-ee-ah} [10]: A member of the pirates led by Tefkuu abn Atlras. 

Gras {grass} [10]: One of the guards with Hysleria while visiting Sassese'lte. 

Hakaram {hak-ah-ram} (S): A plant native to central and eastern Sassese'lte. The stem and leaves as used primarily for cattle fodder but the roots cannot as they have hallucinogenic properties which impact adversely on cattle. The roots, however, when boiled, mashed and distilled lose their hallucinogens and become strongly alcoholic.  

Harish {ha-ri-she} (S): A full flavoured and deceptively strong alcoholic drink from Sassese'lte. Harish is distilled from the roots of hakaram plant. The drink, when properly distilled, is a distinctive glossy black in colour although the roots themselves are a purple-red. 

House of the Alsiyada [S]: The formal meeting place for the Alsiyada of Sassese'lte. It consists of seven rectangular areas; a public hall, known as the Hall of Supplicants; the Hall of Scribes where those who preserve the records of Alsiyada meetings do their copying; a broad passage flanked by two courtyards where members of the Alsiyada can go for refreshments during long meetings; the Hall of Enlightenment where the meetings themselves take place; another broad passage flanked by a tree garden and a water lily garden where members of the Alsiyada can go to rest and relax; the Hall of Offering where sacrifices are made after meetings to request the sanction of the deities; and the Hall of Ancestors which contains the relics of past Saamrats. Access to the House of the Alsiyada can only be gained through the Hall of Supplicants. Following extensive excavations and restoration the House of the Alsiyada is now open to the public during the summer months and, during the winter months, to concerts due to the extraordinarily good acoustics. The Hall of Ancestors remains closed to all but academic researches, however. 
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Fig 1: Aerial plan of the House of the Alsiyada

Hyane {hy-an-ne} [10]: A villager from Smysse and brother of Ayen. 

Hydrabeardi {hy-drab-ear-dee}: A freshwater reptile native to eastern Sassese'lte. Similar to the crocodile or alligator, adult hydrabeardis typically grow to about 7m (male) or 5.5m (female) in length and weigh up to 400kg (male) or 320kg (female). The male generally has jaws ranging from 1m to 1.5m, whereas the female's jaws range from 56cm to 95cm. Both male and female have a double row of teeth in the bottom jaw and a single row in the top jaw which interlocks with the space between the rows of the bottom jaw, thereby giving the hydrabeardi an exceptionally powerful grip.  

Hysleria {hi-sley-ray-ay} [1, 10]: Piers Sakratar to the Roinad and effective ‘power behind the throne’. 

Icnar {ik-na-re} [10]: A crewman on board the Storm Chaser and watchman at the time that pirates stormed the vessel. 

Idm'yt {idemi-te}: A village approx 200 people, a day and a half's walk west of Tafa'ul. 

Isaswea {iss-as-we-ah} [10]: A minor official in the party that accompanied Hysleria on his official visit to Sassese'lte to conclude the Second Aferraron-Sassese'lte Treaty of Communion. 

Izmosic {is-mo-sik} (S): The Sassese'ltian name for Chershoee, deity of ways, paths and roads. 

Jita {jee-ta} [10]: A member of the pirates led by Tefkuu abn Atlras. 

Kashtes {cash-tease} [10]: A member of the pirates led by Tefkuu abn Atlras. 

Kesti {kes-tee} [10]: Crew member aboard the Storm Chaser. 

Kizerain Qerrassa {kis-er-ay-neh che-re-ra-es-sa} [1]: A highly renowned professional fighter and mercenary who Autumn defeated in the contest to appoint a new Roinad after the death of Obvia Vasagle. 

Kubahu {cu-ba-hu} (S): A form of influenza that inflicts only those whose genes derive from south eastern Sassese'lte. 

Kuwosa {queue-woe-sah}: One of the tribes of Roaaut and the one into which Ettairea, era'owen of Tefkuu abn Atlras, was born. 

Lira {lee-ra} [10]: A housemaid in Hysleria's entourage to Sassese'lte. 

Lord Wogegenden {wo-geg-en-de-ne} [1]: The Chief Justice to the Roinad. 

Maelle aibna Pamyla {ma-el-le ay-ib-na pa-mye-la} [10]: Sarkane of Roaaut and rumoured to be in league with the pirate Tefkuu abn Atlras. See also Table 1: Overview of the Seven Mintikas of Sassese'lte at the time of The Annals. 

Majmueat Kabira Range {maj-mu-eat ka-bi-rah}: The range of mountains in the North of Sassese'lte. The Majmueat Kabira Range marks the effective limit of inhabitation of Northern Sassese'lte. To the North lies the frozen wastelands known as The Forbidden Domain. 

Marrily {mar-ri-li} [10]: The personal secretary to Hysleria and, coincidentally, his era'owen. 

Maz {mars} [10]: One of the guards with Hysleria while visiting Sassese'lte. 

Merses {mer-seas} [10]: A member of the pirates led by Tefkuu abn Atlras. 

Mintika {min-ti-ka} (S): A semi-autonomous region within the Sassese'lte, ruled by a Sarkun or Sarkane and broadly equivalent to a State in the USA or Australia. There are seven mintikas and each sends a representative to the Alsiyada. Note that each mintika is essentially a grouping of cities, towns and villages and, as such, do not have clearly defined defined boundaries. See also Table 1: Overview of the Seven Mintikas of Sassese'lte at the time of The Annals. 

Mizirlai Tafki {me-zir-la-ee taf-ki}: A very large lake in central Sassese'lte. 

Moun'i {mo-ooh-nee} (S): Title of the female era'owen of the Mo'i of Wase.

Mundulgen {mu-un-dol-ge-en}: The process of deciding the Roinad through one or more personal combats between contenders or their apiakuns.

Murgo {mer-go}: A species of water bird, native to southern and central Sassese'lte.  

Myryl {mi-rul} [10]: A resident of Smysse and almost era'owen of Ayen. 

Nadeed {nad-ee-de}: A small colony on the south eastern tip of Carstva Adcaju formalised as being under the jurisdiction of Aferraron by the Second Aferraron-Sassese'lte Treaty of Communion. 

Naudec {now-dek} [10]: A member of the pirates led by Tefkuu abn Atlras. 

Nesm {nes-em}: A village in the Roaaut mintika and the birthplace of Tefkuu abn Atlras. 

Obvia Vasagle {ob-vie-ah va-sa-gley} [1]: The Roinad at the time of Autumn Savannah’s departure from her Esyup. She was assassinated by Kizerain Qerrassa, her former apiakun, and replaced as Roinad by Logan following Autumn’s victory over Kizerain Qerrassa at the subsequent Mundulgen.

Oorja {ohh-er-ja} [10]: A woman from the village of Idm'yt who gives Autumn and Logan a lift to the Palace of the Saamrat.

Ostamue {oh-st-am-you-weh} [10]: Chaperone to Agnatha during her meeting with Logan.

Pakam {pak-ka-me} [10]: Tailor and twin brother of Tabac.

Piers Sakratar {pi-er-se -sa-cra-ta-re}: First Secretary, Chief Advisor and Commander in Chief to the Roinad.

Pratham Sahaayak {pr-at-ha-me sa-ha-aye-ak} [S]: The principal advisor and secretary to the Saamrat of Sassese'lte.

Qiadem {kai-ah-dem} (S): A bird native to central Sassese'lte. The qiadem is similar in many respects to the swallow of Earth but shares the ability to return to its nesting area with Earth's homing pigeon. Although the qiadem can travel vest distances with extreme accuracy little is known of how the bird is able to achieve this. However, many believe it is achieved through some sensing of the planet's magnetic field as, when release, the bird typically circles three times then flies in the right direction, with an accuracy to within a half a degree. This three circle orientation is repeated at intervals during flight with visual cues being used over the final five hundred metres.

Ramen {rah-ma-ne} [10]: A member of the pirates led by Tefkuu abn Atlras. 

Rarned {ra-ren-ed} [10]: Lord Rarned Estern'etar ab Mor-tan; a minor noble and friend of Hysleria.

Rasyn {ra-sin} [10]: A resident of Smysse. 

Ratanbismet {rat-ann-bis-met} [8]: A boq-hasuva worshipped by many in Schtei, erroneously, as the Deity and Protector of Schtei.

Rhabir {re-hab-ir}: A village approx 150 people on the east coast of Sassese'lte, a little south of the Ghabat Kathifa. Technically within the jurisdiction of the Tersees mintika, Rhabir was sufficiently distant from Tafa'ul, the capital of Tersees, to be largely overlooked and consequently considered itself, at the time of The Annals, effectively independent.

Roinad {ro-in-ad}: The monarch of Aferraron although conceptually more a ‘first among equals’ with the Opsablepsia being the ‘rest among equals’. This role is attained through prowess in the Mundulgen and not by divine right. It is not restricted to men.

Rsudst {roo-de-st}: A small colony on the southern tip of Carstva Adcaju formalised as being under the jurisdiction of Sassese'lte by the Second Aferraron-Sassese'lte Treaty of Communion.

Saamrat {saam-rat} (S): The spokesperson for the Alsiyada. By custom, the Saamrat is also the Sarkun or Sarkane of Tersees. See also Table 1: Overview of the Seven Mintikas of Sassese'lte at the time of The Annals. 

Safir {sa-fear} (S): An envoy from a mintika who sits, for a period of two years, on the Alsiyada. How the safir is determined is a matter for each individual mintika to decide, based on the mintika's internal political system. Typically the Safir ranks as Eashian or Eashiqa and is generally, but not always, closely related to the Sarkun or Sarkane. See also Table 1: Overview of the Seven Mintikas of Sassese'lte at the time of The Annals. 

Sansao {san-say-oh} (S): A form of head wear common among people in the T'mia and Okiebai mintikas of Sassese'lte. A cloth is wrapped securely around the head with one end hanging loose. The loose end is typically used to wipe the face free of sweat or for blowing noses although among women it is sometimes used to hide their faces from a man who is paying them too much attention. 

Sarkun/Sarkane {sark-un / sark-ane} (S): The ruler of a mintika, Sarkun being male and Sarkane female. See also Table 1: Overview of the Seven Mintikas of Sassese'lte at the time of The Annals. 

Second Aferraron-Sassese'lte Treaty of Communion: Following the establishment of two unofficial colonies on Carstva Adcaju, one from Aferraron and one from Sassese'lte, the Second Aferraron-Sassese'lte Treaty of Communion Treaty was intended to define territorial boundaries, establish the limits of joint jurisdiction and establish peace between the colonies. Only part of one of the original twenty signed copies still remains, preserved in the archives of the Balabhadra in Tafa'ul. Sadly this copy, written in Selti, is in poor condition and some two thirds of it, including Logan's signature, is missing. Quite how or when an original copy of this Treaty found its way into the archives of the Balabhadra is unknown. 

Selti {sel-ti} (S): The language of the people of Sassese’lte. 

Sena {see-na} [10]: A member of the pirates led by Tefkuu abn Atlras. 

Smysse {sem-mi-ce}: A small fishing village in south western Danornor with a population of approximately 40 people. 

Stanble {stan-bull} [10]: Votamme (captain) of Hysleria's flagship. 

Stoala {stow-ah-la} [10]: Chief Clerk to the Roinad. 

Storm Chaser [10]: A trading ship under Votamme Baeng Kaa, deputed to bring Logan, as Roinad of Aferraron, into Tafa'ul with due ceremony to avoid explaining his somewhat abrupt appearance inside the Palace of the Saamrat at the hands of Mother Midcarn.  

Sufane {su-fay-ne} [10]: A crewman on board the Storm Chaser. 

Summen {su-me-meh-ne}: A military rank in the Aferraron army, broadly equivalent to a Corporal. 

Taalcarik {ta-al-ca-ri-ke}: One of the tribes of Roaaut and the one into which Tefkuu abn Atlras was born. 

Tabac {ta-ba-ke} [10]: Tailor and twin brother of Pakam.

Taitai {tie-tie} [10]: The era'owen of the pirate Merses.

Tefkuu abn Atlras {te-fe-ke-oo ab-en at-el-ras} [10]: A fairly notorious pirate. Although born in the Us-Iota mintika of Sassese'lte, Atlras operated largely from a base in the swamps of the Ghabat Kathifa forest of southern Roaaut with the indirect support of the Sarkane of Roaaut, Maelle aibna Pamyla.

Temis {te-mis} [10]: A fisherman of Rhabir and brother of Elandima.

Tezalin Tafki {te-za-lin ta-fe-ki}: A large lake in central Sassese'lte, due west of Tafa'ul. 

Twisted Abaz Counter Hitch [10]: It is clear from the text of The Annals that a twisted abaz counter hitch is a type of knot used in archaic times but no other details are knows. There is some speculation amongst scholars of nautical history that the knot may be a double clove hitch but the reasons for this claim are decidedly dubious. 

Uli-Rratha {ul-ir-re-at-ha}: The capital and largest city of Aferraron with a population of approx. 12,000 people. It is home to the Roinad and members of the Opsablepsia. Uli-Rratha is sited where both the Uli-kaja abd Urchaal Rivers join the Looncan Sea. 

Urvi {ue-vee} [10]: Older son of Oorja. 

Ussafet {oos-sah-fet} (S): A board game for two or three players involving a triangular board with coloured pegs positioned in holes. The rules of the game are not known. 

Uzwad {uz-wad} [10]: A member of the pirates led by Tefkuu abn Atlras. 

Vashcar {vash-car} (S): A very strong Sassese'ltian swear word. 

Ven {ven} [10]: Apprentice to the tailors Pakam and Tabac. 

Vineet {vin-eet} [10]: Pratham Sahaayak to the Saamrat of Sassese'lte. 

Votamme {vo-ta-me-me}: The head or leader of a sailing vessel, equivalent to master or captain. Often, but not always, the Votamme is also the owner of the vessel. 

Wacau {wacow} [10]: A member of the pirates led by Tefkuu abn Atlras. 

Wall of Loriki: A wooden defensive structure built across a narrow section of Danornor to keep the primitive savages in the south western part of the Island of Danornor at bay. According to incomplete records by an unknown author, held at the Japiasok Archive of the Wase National University, the Wall was constructed during the period when Danornor was an independent state occupied by colonists from Aferraron, initiated by Loriki, the third king of Danornor, and completed by Pranjun, the fifth king. However, the Crwban people of southern Danornor maintain the Wall was originally constructed by their deity Duw. Every member of the Crwban who was physically able was required to provide two days labour each year to repair the Wall. When, exactly, that custom ended is unknown, but Tanininus' The Histries Of My Ilande, dating approximately three hundred years after the time of The Annals, refers to the Wall of Loriki and a labour levy on the Crwbans at some unspecified time in the distant past. A project to search likely locations for the Wall and excavate any that look promising has been proposed by the The National University of Wase but, due to funding issues, has yet to go beyond the planning stage. 

War of Unification (S): A three way conflict some one hundred years before the time of The Annals between the various regions of what became, following the War of Unification, Sassese'lte. The conflict pitted Ahi'aktes and Roaaut in the north against Us-Iota and Okiebai in the west and Tersees and Igoratsem in the east. T'mia, in the south, initially tried to remain independent then sided with Okiebai before, in the fourth year, joining with Tersees and Igoratsem. After some twelve summers of battle, peace and cooperation were agreed, albeit reluctantly, and the Alsiyada created to represent Sassese'lte as a unified whole to the outside world. 

Wenowa {wen-owe-wah} [10]: Aunt of Elandima and Temis of Rhabir.

Weoitu {wey-oy-tu} [10]: Sorcerer to the Saamrat of Sassese'lte. 

Wikven {wi-ki-ven} [10]: The head of Hysleria's domestic staff while in Sassese'lte. Equivalent, in many ways, to a butler. 

Windiri {win-di-ri} (S): A species of wheat native to Sassese'lte that has a pale pink colour. 

Xive {zee-vey}: The middle island of three extending South West from the Southern tip of the Ahon Hara Mountains. 

Xomerin {zom-eh-rin} [10]: Assistant to Zytote, the Principle Aide to Hysleria. 

Yankin Haramun {yan-kin ha-ra-moo-na}: The largely uninhabited far North of Sassese'lte. Still referred to in archaic Selti, Yankin Haramun translates literally as ‘The Forbidden Domain’ although there is no record, written or oral, concerning who or what forbids the land or why. It is widely accepted amongst historians and geographers that the most likely origin of the name is simply due to the extreme conditions. 

Yash {ya-shh} [10]: Younger son of Oorja. 

Yeinoba Vyliacennie im Rozum ny Duch Esyup {yay-in-ob-ah vi-li-ac-en-ni-eh im ro-zu-me ni du-ke-ke es-you-pe} [4] : The School founded by Autumn Savannah on the island of Xive. Specifically The School of the Worshipful Study and Healing of the Mind And Spirit. Although the Esyup was founded by Autumn Savannah and remained under direct Royal protection until the eventual demise of the Monarchy, she did not remain there nor take any direct role in its development although the Esyup’s records show that she visited on a number of occasions. 

Yvun {ivan} [10]: A wastrel from Smysse. 

Zytote natal Ammen ab Pimel {zie-toe-teh na-tal ah-mem-en ab pim-el} [10]: The Principal Aide to Hysleria. 

 

Table 1: Overview of the Seven Mintikas of Sassese'lte at the time of The Annals





	Mintika


	Principal City


	Sarkun/Sarkane


	Safir




	Ahi'aktes


	Habibinur


	Asseyi abn Asseyika


	Caofalsui abn Caofal

(brother in law of Asseyi)




	Igoratsem


	Tertihad


	Luik abn Rangilpas


	Jaaeng abn Luik

(son of Luik)




	Okiebai


	Asan


	Yulsad abn Yussif


	Namaman aibna Yussif

(sister of Yulsad)




	Roaaut


	Deel


	Maelle aibna Pamyla


	Swosuma abn Pamyla

(brother of Maelle)




	T'mia


	Bencebi


	Rutsoe aibna Rintanma


	Tastadi abn Rintanma

(brother of Rutsoe)




	Tersees


	Tafa'ul


	Geenate aibna Rispath


	Geenate aibna Rispath

(Sarkane of Tersees)




	Us-Iota


	Sid


	Aisitou abn Busno


	Elensu aibna Emttare

(sister in law of Aisitou)






 

 


Notes

	[←1
] 

	Taliesin being the name given by the Crwban people to the land to the south west of the Wall of Loriki in Danornor. See also The Annals ~ The Ninth Tale. 







	[←2
] 

	See The Annals ~ The Eighth Tale. While Autumn and Logan were wintering in Schtei, Mother Midcarn arrived by boat to consult the library in the Old Palace. While visible to Autumn and Logan the boat was not visible to anyone else.







	[←3
] 

	See The Annals ~ The Ninth Tale. Autumn was permanently blinded by an insect which squirted venom in her eyes. Her sight was restored by Xanthous at the request of Mother Midcarn. 







	[←4
] 

	See The Annals ~ The Sixth Tale. Autumn was instrumental in resolving a dispute between Xanthous the Creator and Zeeth, Ruler of the Land of the Dead. 







	[←5
] 

	See The Annals ~ The First Tale. 







	[←6
] 

	See The Annals ~ The Fourth Tale. 







	[←7
] 

	See The Annals ~ The Sixth Tale. Autumn and Logan left Neander when they entered the Land of Miesca and were transported from there to Mother Midcarn's dwelling in Aferraron via Mother Midcarn's manipulations of space and time in order to mediate between Xanthous and Zeeth. 







	[←8
] 

	See The Annals ~ The First Tale. 







	[←9
] 

	See The Annals ~ The Seventh Tale. When Autumn and Logan were waylaid by two bandits from the clan of Chanwar Two, Logan relived them of three rings, a bracelet and some coins. The bracelet was later used to recompense a snake charmer for the loss of his snake, killed when Autumn mistakenly believed the charmer to be under attack from the snake. See also The Annals ~ The Eighth Tale, in which Autumn and Logan sell one of the rings to a gemsmith in Schtei and inadvertently attract the attentions of two local street thugs. 







	[←10
] 

	Early on in their travels, Autumn and Logan were tried for treason against Obvia Vasagle, the Roinad at the time, hence their familiarity with the Royal Court House. See The Annals ~ The First Tale. 







	[←11
] 

	When a new Roinad is to be chosen, the Apiakuns of the various contenders fight it out at the Mundulgen. It is the custom that each Apiakun declare before the crowd in whose name he fights. Autumn, however, broke with convention and declared herself to fight in the name of humanity which caused something of a constitutional crisis. In the event a compromise was found; Logan. See The Annals ~ The First Tale.  







	[←12
] 

	See The Annals ~ The Eighth Tale. 







	[←13
] 

	It will be remembered that Mother Midcarn gave Autumn and Logan a necklace each that allows them to understand other spoken languages and be understood in turn. See The Annals ~ The Fifth Tale. 







	[←14
] 

	See The Annals ~ The First Tale. Logan was accidentally killed by an arrow meant for Autumn and Autumn, with the aid of the cat Darius, a personification of the deity Ept, had followed him into the Land of the Undead to persuade Yammoe to permit Logan to return to the Land of the Living. 







	[←15
] 

	It will be remembered (see The Annals ~ The First Tale) that Mother Midcarn gifted Autumn a length of silver ribbon which, when sewn to the hem of her robe, allows things that would normally kill her to pass through, leaving Autumn uninjured. 







	[←16
] 

	See The Annals ~ The First Tale.  







	[←17
] 

	See The Annals ~ The Fifth Tale. Mother Midcarn gifted Autumn and Logan a water bottle with an unending supply of water. 







	[←18
] 

	See The Annals ~ The Seventh Tale. When in Wase, Logan was given a parak from Aferraron by Kanikapila Hirao Five and was impressed to find his name on it. He had a hole cut in the coin so it could hang from a thong because, as he put it, he'd never had anything with his name on before. 







	[←19
] 

	See The Annals ~ The Fourth Tale. 







	[←20
] 

	Daihfew was the village where Autumn and Logan first came face to face with the bandit leader Wodazu Chanwar Two, shortly after Autumn got her fingernails painted as part of her learning of life's experiences. See The Annals ~ The Seventh Tale. 







	[←21
] 

	See The Annals ~ The First Tale. Cheilith was a small hamlet in Aferraron which housed exiles from the nearby town of Gleard who had mental issues and who could be cared for within the community. 







	[←22
] 

	See The Annals ~ The Fifth Tale. Dhru was the middle son of Inyanasi the trader who was much taken with Autumn and proposed marriage. Even though she declined he still gave her several gifts, including the comb and the leather thong to bind her hair. 







	[←23
] 

	See The Annals ~ The Fifth Tale. Autumn was thrown from a boat and hit on the back of her neck by the tail of a shark. Logan bandaged the wound as best he could with part of his tunic. 







	[←24
] 

	See The Annals ~ The Eight Tale. While in Schtei, Autumn and Logan had rented a simple branch and mud hut against the wall of the Old City which had no facilities other than a stone hearth for a fire and a channel in the earth floor for when it rained. 







	[←25
] 

	When Autumn was concerned her presence was inhibiting Logan's growth as a man she proposed they went their separate ways. To counter this, Logan vowed, on his thinking stone, to 'protect the sanctity of Autumn Savannah'. See The Annals ~ The Ninth Tale. 







	[←26
] 

	See The Annals ~ The Second Tale. Ta’umboq, the augetreinn from Cysciec, had some element of mind control and was able to impose a great and debilitating sadness on the minds of its victims. Autumn was only able to best Ta'umboq because of her great strength of mind and, even then, only with Logan's help. 
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