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Prologue

In a fortress on a hill, at the end of the world, a prince sits in his throne and waits for something that will never happen.

Sometimes he wanders the empty corridors of his shattered domain. He walks alone, a slow heavy tread, which echoes in the silence.  The footsteps disturb the dust, but nothing else.  There is nothing left to disturb. The quiet is oppressive, with a presence all of its own.  He feels the weight of it upon him, crushing his spirit.  Eroding his hope.  He has no escape from it.  The noise of his lonely tread makes the silence seem even worse.

Most nights, like this night, he sits and reads to his lost love.  He reads with the foolish hope that somewhere she can hear him, even though he knows she is far, far away.  Each night he goes to sleep with the hope that she will return during by dawn.  Each morning he awakes alone.

The waiting must end soon, he knows.  He cannot linger in his broken bastion any longer.  Very soon now, he must brave the outside, to face what remains of his kingdom.  If he does not, he knows he will never see his love again.  He knows what must be done, and knows he must have the courage to face it.  For both of them.

Chapter One
The rain poured down between the rings of Dazlar's battered mail shirt, soaking the padding beneath and chilling him to the bone.  He shivered as he trudged through the mud pit the road had become.  His teeth would have chattered but he held his mouth clenched shut so, instead, the muscles of his jaw twitched frantically.  Walking was difficult, every step a fight against the mud, the rain and the wind.  He found himself wishing he had taken one of the Ancient roads. They would never have got into this state, but he had had no choice.  The main routes meant too much risk of being spotted, and anyway there were no such roads that led all the way to Oldmeet.  Dazlar doubted the village had even existed in the time of the Ancients.


The wind intensified, and now the rain was blowing directly into Dazlar's face.  He had to close his eyes and lean into the gale at a sharp angle to keep upright.  Then it changed again, whipping behind Dazlar and hurrying him along.  He squinted up to the sky, where the moon should have been.  Nothing but dark clouds.   This was not the homecoming the knight had imagined for so long.  After all he had been through, the thought of returning to Oldmeet had been his dream, the image that kept him going.  Except in his mind the sun had been shining as the old guard post of the village had crept into view, crumbling and overgrown.  Now he wasn't even sure how far he had come along the road, how far it was to the village.  He shook his head and pushed on into the night.

The wind dropped but the rain continued.   Dazlar felt as if he had been walking for hours in the storm, and he was sure the village could not be far now.  He peered into the distance but could see almost nothing, only the road ahead.  He could have walked past the guard post and not seen it in this weather.  Either side of the road was invisible to him.  He glanced to his left and his right but the evening had become even darker now.  He had hoped to be at the village before all the light went, but had no chance of that any more.  Still, he wasn't about to camp out so close to home.  Better to keep going.


As he turned his face back to the road something in the darkness caught his eye: a patch of light amidst the unrelenting black, lying by the side of the road.  It was impossible to tell what it was.  He nearly ignored it.  The last thing he wanted was another delay, to have to spend all night in this accursed weather, but something made him stop and look again.  A smear of white, fuzzy in the rain.  Something was familiar about the shape.  He approached it and as he did so felt a peculiar feeling of having done this before, standing in the road, walking towards a shape in the rain.  He felt a curious sense of expectation and dread.  A brief image of the elven child flashed into his mind.  Dazlar ignored it, as he had learned to over the last few months, and reached the shape, which finally became visible through the onslaught of water.  He sighed.  So close to his home, must he be plagued here as well?

A body lay face down in the mud just off the road.  It was a pathetic, crumpled figure wearing scraps of soaked peasant clothing.  It lay silent, unmoving.  Dazlar rushed forwards and turned the body over, feeling the chill of the skin and knowing even before he pressed his fingers into the neck that he would find no lifebeat.  He was right.


The corpse was that of a young woman with mousy brown hair and a thin, pinched face.  Dazlar suspected the girl had been starving for a time before she came to this sad end.  Her limbs had not stiffened yet but the skin was cold.  She couldn’t have been dead long.  He sighed again and rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand.  He had seen so much death in the years he had been away, but to find it now, almost on his doorstep, made the homecoming even worse than the rain and wind had done.  He looked down at the girl again, searching for any sign of injury, any clue as to why she lay here.  He could see no blood around, no obvious wounds on her.  It seemed as if she had collapsed as she walked, or more likely thrown from her mount, the way she way been lying when Dazlar had found her.  She was not dressed for riding, though, horse or drake.  What to do now?  Dazlar couldn't simply leave her here, not like this.  Burying her was not a prospect that he wanted to think about with the weather the way it was.  He really didn't have much choice, so close to Oldmeet.  He knelt down beside the body and with a grunt of effort hoisted her onto his shoulders.  The body was surprisingly light, despite the rain-sodden clothes.  Wondering if his homecoming could possibly get any worse, Dazlar stepped back onto the road, such that it was, and continued towards the village he hadn’t seen for three years.

A mist descended as the rain thinned to drizzle, deadening the sounds of the night so that Dazlar did not hear the hoof beats until they were almost upon him.  Below them sounded the unmistakable clatter of wagon wheels along the pitted surface of the road.  Dazlar turned to see a dim light approaching out of the mist, bobbing up and down.  Quickly he side-stepped and shouted out in warning to the oncoming wagon.  Any driver would have no chance of seeing Dazlar before he was almost on top of him.  The light thundered by and Dazlar heard a horse snorting, hooves pushing through the mud.  He felt something rattle past him on into the night, then a voice cried 'whoa' and the shape began to slow.  It came to a halt a little way ahead.  Dazlar could just about make out a covered wagon with a small figure hunched at the front.  The figure was turning this way and that, peering into the mist, and as Dazlar jogged forward a gruff voice cried out, ‘Who's there?’


The sound sank into the night like a stone.  Dazlar approached the wagon, where a small grubby man sat huddled under a cloak with a hood, on which the water beaded and trickled down onto the seat.  A light, presumably a globe of sharn-shander, considering how well it penetrated the night, hung from a pole above the figure, swinging back and forth. 

 
‘Hail,’ Dazlar said as he approached, holding his arms open in the Enpesian gesture for peace.


‘Not yet it ain't,’ the small man said in reply, ‘but with the bloody weather tonight I reckon that's next on the list.’


Dazlar came around the front of the wagon, behind the large skewbald Shire horse, which was panting heavily.  The man narrowed his eyes as he looked Dazlar up and down, his gaze lingering on the body bundled over his shoulder and the sheathed sword.  Dazlar didn't think the man would be able to make out the bundle from his perch.


‘Rotten bloody night to be out,’ the man observed helpfully.  Dazlar nodded.  There didn't seem much to say in reply.  The man tilted his head to one side, as if to get a new perspective on the encounter, and lifted a hand from underneath the cloak.  At first Dazlar thought the man was going to point at the body but instead he inserted his little finger into his lower ear and jiggled it, not taking his eyes off the knight.  Then he removed the finger and inspected it.  After a moment, apparently satisfied, the man replaced his arm under the cloak, then looked back at Dazlar.


‘What're yer doin' out in it?’ he asked.


‘I was caught in the weather as it changed.  I thought I would make it to Oldmeet by nightfall.’ Dazlar looked up to the clouds, then back at the man.  ‘I was wrong.’


‘Hnn,’ grunted the small man.  He gestured to the bundle on Dazlar's shoulder.  ‘What's that, then?’


Dazlar sighed.  He had questions of his own, but he had to admit he was at a disadvantage.  He decided honesty was probably the best policy at this stage.


‘It's a body.’  The man's eyes widened behind his scruffy black beard.  ‘I found it by the roadside a couple of miles back.  A young woman.  I don't know what happened to her, I was taking her to Oldmeet in case someone knew her there.’


Dazlar stood silently whilst the information sank through the beard into the man's head.  ‘How do I know you didn't ki....’ the small man started to say.


‘If I had killed her,’ Dazlar said quickly, ‘why would I be carrying her back to the village with me?'


Another silence.  Dazlar clenched his teeth, half with cold and half with frustration.  Slowly, a grin spread across the small man's grubby face, revealing a set of brown teeth.  

‘Reckon you've got a point there, my lad!’ he said.  His shoulders settled to a more relaxed position.  ‘Well, you aren't going to stand there all night, are you?  Hop aboard.’  The little man let out a disturbing scratchy noise, which Dazlar assumed was his way of registering that he had just made some humorous comment.  Gratefully, he clambered up on to the wagon's front seat, next to the man.  It was difficult, with the body.  It was probably his imagination, or his tiredness, but the corpse had seemed to be getting heavier the further he walked.  He would be glad to put it down.


‘Sling 'er in the back, why don't yer?’ The small man grinned as the knight reached the seat.  ‘I don't reckon she's goin' nowhere.’  The man’s scratching cackle followed this burst of wit.  Dazlar ducked though the flap behind him, into the covered portion of the wagon.  The small space contained several sacks of some foul-smelling substance lining the walls.  Dazlar didn't really want to know what they were.  He gently laid the body in between a pair of them as the wagon lurched and set off once more along the road.  He ducked back out of the flap to sit next to the small man. Only then did the overpowering stench emanating from him hit Dazlar's nostrils, a combination of manure, sweat and alcohol.  He gagged, but the small man didn't seem to notice.  Instead, he called cheerfully over the clatter of the wheels.


‘So, what's yer name, son?’


Dazlar silently thanked the Ancients that he was not this smelly little man's son.

‘Dazlar,’ he said, softly.  The man turned and looked at him, frowning.  It was unusual to give so little information away with a name in Enpesius.  Seeing that Dazlar was not going to add to this, he shrugged.  These were troubled times, after all.


‘Heard any news about the war, Dazlar?’  The small man asked.


‘It's over.’


Again the man turned and looked at him.  ‘Oh yeah?’ he said, ‘Who won?’


‘Cranmer.  The king will be dead soon, if he isn't already.’  Dazlar felt a strange reluctance to discuss recent events with this man, as if simply talking about them made them more real.


‘Oh,’ said the small man, ‘Aye.’


Dazlar wasn't sure what the small man meant by this.  Most likely he simply didn't care.  The civil war hadn't had much impact this far south.  Not yet, anyway.


The two sat silent for a time as the big shire pulled the wagon on through the night.  Then the small man broke the silence.


‘I'm Glanvic, by the way.  Glanvic ap Glanver.  I'd shake yer hand but...’ he grinned and wiggled his body to indicate he needed both his hands on the reins.


‘Pleased to meet you.’ Dazlar said, not entirely truthfully.  ‘So, how do you come to be out on a night like this?’


‘Hah!’ said Glanvic, ‘Wouldn't believe it!  I've 'ad worse bloody luck tonight than the sodding Orc Empire, I ‘ave.’ He flashed his brown teeth at Dazlar again.  ‘I'm on my way into Oldmeet for the market tomorrow.’


‘Ah, yes,’ Dazlar said.  Of course, there was always the market.  It seemed strange, but reassuring.  The country was in chaos, ripped apart by civil war, but they still held the weekly market in Oldmeet.  Dazlar didn't know why, but he had been expecting everything to have changed. Perhaps it was because the homecoming was turning out so differently than he had imagined.  He took it as a good omen that some things were still the same as they had always been.


‘Yeah,’ said Glanvic. ‘I'm a pig farmer, see.’ Dazlar nodded.  He could have guessed this much. ‘Farm's a few miles from 'ere.  Normally only takes an hour or so to get in, only this bugger 'ere,’ he gestured one arm to the shire driving the wagon, ‘only goes and throws a bloody shoe a mile into the trip!’  He paused for the drama of this to sink in.


‘Oh dear,’ Dazlar said politely.


‘Oh bloody dear is right, my son!’ said Glanvic.  Dazlar got a waft of Glanvic's breath, which was even worse than his general body odour.  He leaned back a little. ‘A bloody hour it took me to sort that out, and if that wasn't enough a mile after that the wagon only bloody...’


Dazlar never found out what had happened next on Glanvic's ill-fated journey.  The pig farmer had stopped mid-flow and turned to look at the back of the wagon.  Dazlar had turned too.  A loud spluttering noise was coming from the covered section.  Glanvic narrowed his eyes and brought the wagon to a halt.  He turned and his front half disappeared through the covered flap.  When he came out he stared suspiciously at Dazlar.


‘I thought you said that girl was dead!’  Glanvic said, the tone of his voice changed, accusing. ‘She's breathing!’

- 1 -

