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                                         PROLOGUE

            Once a patriarch had a son by his wife and a son by a woman who worked in his house. When his wife found out who was the father of the servant's child, she had the servant and her son cast out. It was from the son of this serving woman that the whole of the Iraban race traced their descent. The legitimate son fathered a race which became known as the Juremi. Of all the kinds of men who walked the planet, it was difficult to find any more closely related, but it seemed that the hate these two races felt for each other could not be taken out of their hearts.

          In times long gone they lived in the same part of the planet, but the Juremi were expelled by an ancient empire and condemned to wander landless and persecuted in foreign countries for over a thousand years. Then they returned. Though the Juremi were far less numerous, the Iraban were then divided into tyrannous little states and principalities, so most of the Iraban living on the land claimed by the Juremi were killed, dispossessed, or sent into exile. Despite war after war, the Juremi said this land was their birthright because God had given it to them. And they would not be moved. They held fast.

          No one else would have cared. The rest of the world would have been content to leave the Juremi and the Iraban to their petty squabbles and internecine wars had it not been for the existence of The Factory.

Generations before, the rulers of a small Iraban kingdom began to build The Factory to produce a secret elixir which, once diluted and spread on the soil, made things grow.

          This planet was a barren place where life was hard and the population sparse, but due to the secret elixir, the wealth of the planet increased and the population increased. The people multiplied and multiplied and multiplied until it seemed to some that the planet could no longer support their numbers. Then the weather began to change. The atmosphere grew thinner and the sun became hotter. Where once it had been warm, was now cold. Where it was once still, storms raged. Strange illnesses began to appear in people everywhere.

The ordinary Iraban saw these things as signs, as portents, as omens. Among the poor and dispossessed persisted a belief in a Hidden One, a messiah who was silent and waiting till the time was ripe to wage holy war against a world that was governed by mammon, ego, and lust.

          They prayed for this saviour to come among them, unite the Iraban into a great empire and drive the Juremi into the sea. He would right the wrongs of the world and usher in a new age of justice and purity and truth. His coming was foretold for the end of the millenium and the year was 996.

          It was about this time that King Oroc began to wage war ...

--------------------------------------------

                                        CHAPTER ONE

Prince Ramiles was passing through the outer courtyards of the palace of King Zergon the Great, which spread over the top of the hill and dominated Migifa, the capital of Eurania, with its domes and minarets and high palace walls. Near the east gate the outer courtyards on this day of days were all hustle and bustle, and bright with every shade of colour. The King's caravan was being gathered and stocked.

Horses and wagons, and people shouting and arguing and cursing each other as chaos reigned, it seemed, all around him. But Ramiles was carried along, almost without effort, on a wave of excitement and exhilaration. Today was the day for blood to beat, for sights, sounds and smells to seem as sharp as the early morning light. Ramiles could think of nowhere and no one else he'd rather be. He was in love and bound for glory. He was going to war.

As he hurried onward through this last remaining courtyard before the outer palace wall and the city beyond, the thrill and the fear of what was to come coursed through him. His spirits were soaring as he walked passed the guards at the east gate. He could see the beggars and stall holders, and much bustle in the narrow street at the top of the hill outside the palace walls. Then he heard someone shout after him.

"Prince Ramiles! Prince Ramiles!"

Ramiles stopped and turned, and saw a man run in his direction through the crowd at the gate. He wasn't dressed like a soldier and he didn't seem to be a peasant, or a worker, or a sailor. He was thinner than most priests. Ramiles didn't recognise him at all, but waited till the man stopped before him, quite breathless.

"Prince Ramiles, I have some news from your commanding officer. He wants to see you straight away," said the man.

"Who are you?" asked Ramiles, staring at the man directly.

"I'm a priest," replied the man, quickly glancing over his shoulder in a worried kind of way. He was ill shaven with large bags under his eyes, his entire body enveloped in a rough, dark outer garment,  which stretched from his head to his feet.

"Why aren't you dressed like a priest then?" said Ramiles.

"I was the only one available to bring you the message," the man said, breathlessly ignoring the question. "Your uncle is waiting for you at the gate to the Inner Palace."

Ramiles was expecting his uncle, the Commander of the Royal Guard, to be in the army camp at the edge of the old town. That's where he was heading and he was in a little late. The woman he'd slept with had been hard to leave.

"Let me see your ring," he said a little irritably. While glancing nervously around, the man pulled up the dark sleeve to reveal the ring with the red stone on the third finger of his left hand.

Ramiles sighed. He was a priest alright. "Let's go then," he said.

At either side of the east gate there were sentries and a small post for soldiers was built onto the wall just inside. The priest led him along the pavement there and across the alleyway. Then he disappeared into a small door just round the corner from the soldier's post. This was not the way to the Inner Palace.

Leaving the bright light and the crowded alleyway, Ramiles was half way through the door when he saw the priest smiling at him rather oddly, standing by another door across the small, bare room. Something made Ramiles hesitate just a little, almost between steps.

"Come on in," said the priest, waving him on.

Ramiles was inside the room then and still moving forward, but he felt an odd disquiet and his body stiffened, his eyes widened. A feeling of danger at his back and he was about to turn and look behind him when suddenly there was darkness, panic and fright. A sack was over his head and a noose pinned his arms. Struggling and kicking, the door slammed shut behind him and someone struck him on the back of his right leg, making his fall on one knee. He was down in an instant and trying to rise when he was barged to the ground and smelt the scent of cloves as a cloth was crushed to his face. Cruel, triumphant laughter as he struggled and swooned, then completely fainted away.

The top half of his body was still in the sack when he regained consciousness, his mind suddenly racing and full of fright. He could hear horses snorting and hoof beats, the jangle of harness. The floor beneath him, hard and wooden, was jarring up and down. There was the sound of wheels rattling over cobblestones and he knew he must be lying in a cart. His eyes blinked in a kind of idiot disbelief. As he began to move in an attempt to raise himself to a sitting position, there was a sudden sharp pain in his ribs. Someone was jabbing him with a stick. Maybe it was a truncheon.

"Lie still!" commanded a voice.

"That the hell's going on?" Ramiles demanded angrily. "I'll have you flayed for this...’ he was saying, trying once more to raise himself when he felt the shock of a blow on his face. His nose seemed suddenly numb and large. His eyes were streaming. Blood was running into his mouth.

"Try that again and even your sweetheart won't recognise you, sonny," said the voice, registering low with menace. Though stunned and amazed, Ramiles tried to remember what the priest's voice had sounded like. It wasn't the priest. 

"You're making a bad mistake," Ramiles managed to say through gritted teeth. "I'm a prince of the Royal House. I'm a centurion in the Royal Guard. I'm heading with my cohort for the border today."

"Are you now?" said the voice, loaded with mockery. "How the mighty have fallen, eh?" He heard the voice laugh. After a moment, it continued, softer and even more malignant, as if reaching forward to stage whisper. "You're a prisoner of the state. Better get used to it, princey boy. The only place you're going is Sackment Island,"

Ramiles felt a chill run through him. Sackment Island.

‘There's been a terrible mistake!" he shouted out. "I'm a prince of the Royal House! King Zergon is my father! Get me out of this... this bag!" he bawled, writhing in panic, trying to get to his knees once more.

"Hit him with this," was the last thing he heard. 

There was a creaking and groaning all around as he regained consciousness once more. Someone had tied his hands behind his back. The floor seemed to be rolling beneath him. His head ached. One of his nostrils was clogged with blood. He felt nauseous. Then there was the sound of footfalls close by as someone walked towards him, stepped over and walked on. He tried not to move.

He was on his side and could only see the rough weave of the cloth enveloping the top end of his body. But he could feel the floor moving, and hear the creaking and groaning of the wood all around, and the sound of the sea. He was on a boat and they were taking him to Sackment Island. They couldn't be. Only recalcitrant felons and traitors were sent there. Distraught mothers would frighten their children with tales of an ogre who ruled over that penal colony.

When he tried to imagine why he could be on this boat, his head span. He could hear the soft pant of panic rising and tried to keep calm. But he wanted to scream out because it just had to be a mistake. He was a prince of the Royal Family. His father wouldn't allow this to happen to him. They must have taken the wrong man because he was more than devoted to the King. The King was like God and he was his son, and his father would stop this terrible thing from happening to him. He tried to fix on that, forget everything else. His father would save him. He father would save him. Save me, father. Save me.

Then he heard the sound of voices and movement close by. Someone grabbed hold of his head and someone else grabbed hold of his feet. They were going to throw him overboard. His whole body tensed with fear as he was lifted up. Then he heard the sound of metal screech on metal and the hinges of something were opening. He thought it was a gate. He heard himself scream as his body was dumped on an incline and began to slide down and down uncontrollably, head first. Then the sliding stopped.

His eyes were wide and staring when the bag was pulled over the top of his head a moment later. Five or six hollow eyed faces were looking, peering down at his in the half light. Black eyes and bruised cheeks, broken noses and dirt. The clothes these men wore were so filthy and in such rags it was difficult to tell which caste of society they'd once belonged to. They stared at Ramiles as if he'd come from another world. Someone began to run hands over his body, searching for money, but there was nothing to be had. Someone else started untying his hands.

The man who'd frisked him was looking him over as if wondering what use he might make of him. Ramiles realised for the first time that his outer garment, which would have let the man know he was a soldier, was missing. It might have protected him from the undisguised leer which grew on the man's face.

"And what did they get your for?" the man asked.

"Nothing," said Ramiles.

"That's what they got me for too," said another man.

Then these men seemed suddenly to lose interest in him and said nothing more, but slunk back to rest in lassitude against the bulkheads of this long, narrow hold. You couldn't stand upright in there. The hatch had been shut behind him and it was nearly dark, so he edged himself back against the shute he'd slid down. The place was crammed full, as far as he could tell, and the air was foul, the stench unbelievable. He wondered how long some of the people had been in this hold.

He closed his eyes and listened to the slap of the waves off  the side of the boat, the odd mutterings coming from further along. Then there were insane babbling noises and someone started screaming out in delirium. He squeezed his eyes shut to the commotion of curses and blows, and weeping. It was a bedlam, a nightmare he found himself in.

Mercifully, the journey was over in a few hours though it was hard to tell, such was his sense of dislocation. It was hard to tell how long it took time to pass, but the hatch opened suddenly and the shute was pulled up. A stairway was slid down in its place and orders were shouted down for the prisoners below to come on deck. Those who could did. Those who couldn't were carried out by their fellow prisoners.

Ramiles stood there squinting into the bright light as some emaciated bodies were lain out on the deck. The guards were carrying swords and whips, or clubs. All the prisoners who could stand upright had their hands tied behind their backs. None of the prisoners spoke. Most sullenly hung their heads, unable to face the light. When they were in some kind of order, three bodies were dragged up from the hold and unceremoniously thrown overboard. Then they waited till the boat tied up to a jetty and those who could walk, walked off and onto the edge of a large parade ground. Some were lain on the shore, skin and bone, too weak to move.

Ochre brick buildings of one or two stories formed the centre piece of a wide arc facing onto the sea. Towards the ends of the arc were long, low sheds made of wood. Then there were roofs above walls only two or three feet high where the punishment cells were housed. Behind all this were some other single storey buildings which Ramiles couldn't see.

But he wasn't paying much attention to the buildings. He was looking at the square based triangle, made from lengths of wood, which sat in the middle of the parade crowd. The naked back of a man hanging there with his wrists tied to the apex, his legs spread eagled, demanded the attention of all the prisoners who could stand. Two large guards stood on either side of the naked back. Each had a lash about four feet long casually, it seemed, stretched over their shoulders. Along the thongs every inch or so were small, spiked, metal balls.

Prisoners began to faint as they stood and waited bareheaded in the hot, hot sun. It seemed an age before the commandant appeared out of the biggest building at the centre of the arc, a shimmer in a heat haze with two guards at his back. They began to cross the baked, sandy ground towards the prisoners and, as they grew more distinct, Ramiles had to farce himself not to look away.

One side of the commandant's face was normal, but flesh billowed and mushroomed out from the other side as if someone had stuck a burst pumkin onto his head. One eye had become badly misaligned and seemed swollen, reddened and glaring. That side of his face was jutting out defiantly when he finally stepped up on the wooden box one of the guards had carried. The commandant had a small whip which he slapped into the palm of his hand.

"I am the commandant of the penal colony on Sackment Island by the grace of God and his anointed, King Zergon the Great!" he began. "My word on this island is law!" he bawled out, spittle dribbling from one side of his mouth. "You are here to work in the mines. Punishment by the lash will be meted out to anyone who is insolent to a guard, strikes a guard, does not work hard enough, breaks a tool, makes derogatory remarks about the King..."

"The King is a murdering, cowardly bastard!" the man hanging on the triangle suddenly roared out. Ramiles was shocked to hear anyone say something like that about his father. He felt his jaw drop. For a moment he couldn't believe he'd heard that. The commandant gathered himself.

"The King in his infinite mercy has commuted your sentences from death to hard labour..."

"The King is a cruel, lecherous, blaspheming old bastard!" shouted the man on the triangle.

"The prisoner on the triangle is guilty of refusing to work, assaulting guards, and singing unpatriotic songs..."

"The King is a bastard, the King is a bastard, the King is a bastard, and so say all of us!" the man bawled out almost with a wild kind of joy.

A silence of unbearable tension filled the air. Ramiles stared over at the commandant who was staring over at the back of the man in the triangle. The commandant seemed barely able to control himself when he turned back round to face the prisoners.

"Three hundred lashes!" the commandant suddenly shouted out in a rage. "Commence the punishment!"

"Hallelujah!" shouted the man in the triangle.

And he never uttered another sound though it went on and on and on. Blood ran down his back and filled his shoes, then ran into the sand. Ants began to carry off pieces of skin, and sinew, and muscle. After a while, Ramiles could see bones shining through. The man was dead, but still it went on and on and on. Prisoners continued to faint in the heat all around him. After an eternity, it stopped. The commandant got down from the wooden box and seemed about to walk away.

"Wait! Wait!" shouted Ramiles, suddenly hurrying forward.

Three guards immediately pounced and pinned him to the ground. "But listen to me! Listen to me!" he shouted. "There's been a terrible, terrible mistake! I haven't even been charged with anything!"

The commandant walked forward and told the guards to lift the prisoner to his feet. They did so and kept a grip on his arms once he was upright.

"It is an offence to speak unless you are spoken to!" the commandant bawled into Ramiles' face, flecks of spittle spraying out.

The prince stared at the horror of what was in front of him as the commandant slowly raised his arm and slashed the whip he was carrying across his cheek. Ramiles felt the sting, and shock, and burn of it as the skin was peeled off. Blood ran down and off his chin.

"Remember you did that," he said quietly:

"I know who you are, centurion," said the commandant, almost nose to nose and in a whisper. "You're in my power here just like everyone else on this island. Remember that." The commandant took a step back then. "Take him to the punishment cells!" he bawled out to the guards.

Then they were dragging him along and he fell, and they beat him with whips and clubs, and pulled him to his feet by his hair. They they threw him down some steps and pulled him along a corridor. It seemed so suddenly dark compared to the burning light outside that for a moment he thought they'd blinded him. But he was just groggy and frightened when he found himself bent over on his knees with his face on the ground, the door of the cell shutting at his back. Then he heard the bolt slam home in the lock.

He managed to turn and stared at the blackness in the direction of the door, his back against the far wall. He was in a cell with no windows. He couldn't stand upright and wouldn't have been able to fully extend his arms on either side had they been free. The only air entered through the gap between the door and the floor. And it was boiling hot. Insects began to explore and crawl over his body.

He stared into the blackness and sweated and his whole body began to cry out for water. He wanted to weep so he could lick the tears, but he hadn't wept since he was a child. He felt like weeping when he thought of his men marching off without him, marching off to war and glory, but the tears wouldn't come.

Then, after a time, his mind began to wander. Sentences of explanation formed and half formed, and fragmented. Words and the meaning of words appeared in front of his eyes then disappeared, whirling and dissolving through his brain. His mind wandered and spiralled and became directionless. He became frightened it would stay like that, disconnected, formless, eventually insane. So he tried to focus it. He tried to concentrate on Tetra, the woman he'd slept with the night before.

She lived by healing and making jewellery, and telling fortunes, and selling medicines, and some said much, much more. But no one seemed to really know her business, or where she'd come from. She worked out of a small shop in the market just down the hill from the east gate of the Palace. That's when he'd first seen her, when she'd bent down to pick up something, and the veil had fallen from her face.

He'd stared, suddenly glassy eyed and weak. She'd clipped the veil back onto the hood of her outer garment and passed by. He'd followed her down to the market and watched her go into her shop. And he followed her around any time he could, but it took him a week to work up the courage to go into the shop and speak to her. He was frightened of what she might say.

When he asked if she'd like to spend his last night in Migifa with him, she'd just looked at him at first and laughed. He felt angry then for putting himself in such a vulnerable position and taking a risk on rejection. A poor little soldier boy, she'd said, going off to war.

But he'd stayed in her room and said things to her he'd never said to a woman before. Little soldier boys are all the same, she'd said. They think they're in love and then they go and get themselves killed.

Insects crawled over his body and he was in a punishment cell in Sackment Island less than a day later. But his mind had stopped racing. He'd remembered Tetra and everything seemed suddenly still as if he'd stopped thinking to simply feel for a moment or two. He was terribly sad and alone. A salty tear ran over his lips and onto the edge of his salty tongue just as a far door slammed and someone began to come down the corridor. He held his breath as the key was turned and the door of his cell was abruptly pulled back. Suddenly, light burst in.

A lamp unveiled at chest height cast light and shadow on that horrific countenance as the commandant thrust his head through the door and into the tiny cell. A drool of spittle hung down from the deformed side of the man's chin as Ramiles heard a sound which he couldn't understand at first. Then he realised the commandant was laughing at him.

"Well, pretty boy," he said in a voice which rasped. "How are you enjoying your first taste of Sackment Island?"

Ramiles tried to speak, but no words came out. He just stared in fright at this ghastly image which had, without warning, entered his despair.

"Well, pretty boy, don't talk, just listen. About twenty four years ago, I was just as pretty as you." There was something deeply sick and disturbing about the way the man laughed after he said that. "After the last war against the Ingistats, my wife couldn't look at me anymore, and since then I've lived on this island and ruled over it. But never in my wildest dreams did I think that such a pretty little prince as you would come into my domain." The ogre wiped away the drool on his chin before continuing. "I've had special orders about you, yes I have. You've to be kept here till you're dead, but I'll make sure you stay alive. Strong men after only a few months here pray to God to deliver them from this hell. How someone must hate you."

"My father..." Ramiles almost managed to say.

"What was that?" said the commandant. Then his head seemed to bob up and down in the light. He might have been chuckling. "Your father? I believe the little princes pray to their father five times a day. Well, your father is the one who signed the orders. May you live ten thousand years."

The door slammed shut. Ramiles could hear the awful sound of the commandant laughing as he made his way back up the corridor. He sat there stunned as the sound of what the Commandant had said echoed through his brain. Then he tried to picture the words in the darkness before his eyes. Your father signed the orders. But he couldn't believe it. Your father signed the orders. He couldn't have. After barely a moment, Ramiles couldn't bear to think of it.

He closed his eyes and tried to picture the commandant instead. He could see him quite clearly, the face etched in horror, and ugliness, and cruelty. Ramiles began to rock himself back and forth, seething with anger and frustration, endlessly repeating to himself

"I'll kill him, I'll kill him, I'll kill him "

----------------------------------------------

                                           CHAPTER TWO

Not many hours after the abduction of Ramiles, King Zergon the Great was driven out of the east gate of his palace in a sumptuous carriage drawn by gleaming, black steeds. During his progress down the narrow street, the King could hear the cheers of feigned enthusiasm as the reluctant crowd of government officials and palace employees greeted the company of Royal Guardsmen who proceeded him. But as the carriage in sombre black began to draw abreast, the people fell silent. His subjects knelt down and bowed their heads when the infallible interpreter of God's word passed by, and went to war.

The people of Eurania were not normally allowed to look at the King's holy person, but any who might have dared glance at the carriage would have seen curtains closed and fastened against the world. Inside reclined a man who was plump and double chinned, and a little morose. He did not want to be going to war. Eurania had not been at war with its Ingistat neighbours for over twenty years. King Zergon did not regard war as an instrument of politics, but as a result of their failure. War involved risk and the King did not like to gamble. Only an idiot would want to fight a war. King Zergon was going to war because he thought he had no choice.

King Oroc of Ingistat, using a combination of religious fanaticism and military genius, was uniting the Iraban nation with lightning speed. Whole cities to the north and northeast had been put to the sword. To the west were the Juremi, his professed ultimate goal. To the south was Eurania and The Factory. With control of The Factory, King Oroc could control the non-Iraban, detach them from the Juremi, and attempt to drive those interlopers into the sea.

Or so it seemed to Zergon, King of the Euranians. King Zergon was not an impetuous man. He'd professed brotherly love for the King of Ingistat, festooned him with tributes, and supplied him with treasure so that he could continue with his campaign against the Iraban in the north.

Secretly, he'd had half his army made ready and was now able to strike in these last weeks before the heat of the summer made the movement of armies nigh impossible. He'd cross the River Gordinel and lay waste as much of southern Ingistat as he could before withdrawing once more to fortify the river with a chain of blockhouses and forts. Or so he thought.

And he thought he had no choice. King Oroc had declared himself to be the Hidden One who was prophesied to unite the Iraban, and Iraban from everywhere were flocking to his standard. He'd have to be stopped and Zergon was going to stop him. Trying to console himself with the necessity of what he was doing, King Zergon kept the windows closed as his carriage trundled passed the bowed backs of his subjects on the way out of Migifa.

On the outskirts of the capital city, the procession passed the squatter camps of the fringe dwellers, then moved passed the market gardens and orchards till it reached the scorched earth which surrounded the city like necklaces on either side of The Factory. Then they came to the rolling wheatlands before the world grew flat and featureless, and almost impenetrable scrubland stretching as far as the eye could see. Normally, the road to Ingistat was clearly visible as it cut through the bush And stretched like a thin red band towards the skyline. But on this day the road was obscured by the Euranic army which crawled along it on the way to the river boundary and the the plain of Gordinel beyond.

Fine, red dust rose and fell continually through the hot, dry air, clogging the eyes and nose and throat, and seeping into everything. By late afternoon, the King's carriage had reached the rear of the army and though the curtains were drawn and fastened shut, still the dust crept in.

The carriage dropped back, the curtains were opened, and the King could not fail to see the broken waggons, and lame horses, and malingering soldiery his carriage began to pass. He roared at his commanders to have the stragglers whipped, and forced the pace.

Still, it took a week to cover what he hoped might take three days. The vanguard reached the river when the sun was already low in the sky. Far in the rear, the King could see the foothills beyond the floodplain and ordered the army to begin crossing though the bridge was down and the river deeper than expected at that time of the year. In the darkness, horses shied with fear and wagons stuck in the mud. Some men and more animals were drowned as they plunged into the current, and it was the middle of the night before the army finally made camp on the plain at the other side.

The King thought he heard the roar of surf breaking on rocks as he drifted between sleep and wakefulness just a few hours later. Then his eyes were wide and his listened, and the ground seemed to be shaking, just a little. He rushed out of his tent to find the camp already in clamour.

Running and clanging and white eyed panic with soldiers shouting all around as he clambered onto the roof of his carriage which stood nearby. And the roaring grew louder, like approaching thunder. In that vague light just a before the sun rose, he saw the first wave of charging calvarymen crash through the pickets at the edge of his encampment and descend on a disorganised rabble of pikemen, and archers, and still tethered horses.

And that first wave of Ingistat calvary penetrated deep among the Euranic soldiery, but as soon as the charge began to falter, King Oroc, his uncovered, bearded head marking him out to friend and foe alike, pulled his men back towards the edge of the camp just as a second wave of horsemen rode through and fell on the chaotic Euranic battle lines. There would be a third wave, and a fourth wave, and a fifth wave. A horde was waiting to join the battle on the plain beyond, and the killing looked like it could go on all day.

The frogs on the riverbank had begun to croak as the blood red sun sank below the horizon and the King of Ingistat rode his white horse across the battlefield, and stopped the slaughter. It was time to seem magnamimous to the prisoners, the wounded, the dying, and what remained of the Euranic army, huddling still in small groups - pikes bristling outwards - in pockets among their slain comrades. There was pain and death and exhaustion all around him. Where the fighting had been fiercest, his white horse trod on corpses lying in piles where they'd fallen one on top of the other, sometimes whinnied and reared back. But it was not the first battlefield King Oroc had ridden across. His men were tired, but triumphant, and cheered him as he passed. He acknowledged them with sabre raised though he couldn't help but feel a little disappointed.

Earlier in the day he'd sent a search party across the river in case King Zergon had tried to escape the slaughter, but he felt cheated that no one had already found his body among the dying and deceased. With Zergon dead, he could keep his exhausted army on the move and within a week or so The Factory, Migifa, and all the Iraban would be under his control. The Euranians would capitulate without a King, so he kept looking and hoping, and consoled himself with the thought that it would take just one more battle if Zergon was still alive. One more battle and the Iraban would be united in a way they'd never been in over six hundred years. One more army to be gathered, one more battle, the city of Migifa would fall and there would be no place left for Zergon to hide then.

But as the sun was going down, King Zergon was on a horse and far, far away along the road to Migifa. Just after dawn, it was obvious to him that the position was hopeless. Surrounded by aides, messengers, and members of the Royal Guard, he ordered everyone around him to forward positions. Then he went into his tent and changed out of his robes and into something less regal. When he came out, there was no one close by, so he leapt on a horse, plunged into the river, and left the massacre behind him.

He could always buy another army.

As the night began quickly to close in, he followed a track into the bush, then stopped at a small clearing, and built a little fire. Wild dogs howled in the distance. The sky was becoming moonless and overcast. It seemed very dark and lonely. He was not used to being so alone. He stared round as the darkness seemed to thicken, then realised with a start that someone was standing just outside the light cast from the fire. The King jumped to his feet and pulled his sword out of the scabbard.

"Who is it?" he shouted, his chest heaving with fear.

The man walked into the light, wearing a cloak and hood so that his face could not be seen. For a moment, he just stood there. Then he crouched down and stretched his hands out to the heat of the fire.

"What are you wanting?" the King demanded. "Go away!" he shouted out when the man failed to respond. The man just pulled the hood back and looked into the flames. He had a handsome head with a long brown face, a black beard going grey. He might have been about the same age as the King, but seemed younger. "I'm King Zergon! King of Eurania!" roared the King, waving his sword around in fear.

"Well done," said the man with quiet irony, ‘If I wanted to kill you, you'd be dead already. Why don't you put away that sword and sit down by the fire." The man spoke with a strange accent and seemed very self possessed. He wasn't an Iraban.

"Who are you?" said the King, lowering his sword just a little.

"My name's Gilmar. I was with the King of Ingistat's army."

"Why didn't you kill me then?" the King asked, leaning closer.

"I don't want to kill you. I want to help you. I only joined King Oroc’s army so I could get to the border. I wanted to meet you. Now I have." Gilmar smiled over at the King. He stood up then and held his cloak out at either side so the King could see that he wasn't carrying a sword.

"You're not a soldier?" said the King in disbelief.

"No," said Gilmar. "I was once, a long time ago. And I fixed wounds. I doctored a lot of wounds once, but I suspect you're not wounded." Gilmar paused and smiled quietly then. "I drove a supply wagon for Oroc," he continued. "Come over by the fire and sit down. We have to talk," said Gilmar, squatting down once more.

Rather shamefacedly, the King approached the fire. He sat down cross legged on the ground and lay his sword by his side.

"You once doctored wounds, eh?" said the King, staring over at Gilmar suspiciously. "You don't look like a wagoner."

"What does a wagoner look like?" said Gilmar.

"Why did you want to meet me?" the King asked.

"I want you to help me," said Gilmar simply. 

"Why should I help you? I don't know you. You're not one of my family. You're not even of my race. You're nobody."

"Don't worry," said Gilmar. "You'll help me because I'm going to help you first."

"And how are you going to do that?" asked the King.

"I brought two extra mounts with me and enough food to last both of us for two days. The horses are tethered some little way from here. I have some food on me now. Are you hungry?"

Gilmar put his hand inside his tunic and brought out a small parcel of food, wrapped in linen. He handed it over and the King opened it. There was dried meat, dates and some bread. Greedily, the King began to eat, stuffing the food into his mouth. He said nothing until he'd finished it all. Then he handed back the linen cloth and looked at Gilmar for a moment or two.

"You're a strange one," he said finally. "How did you find me?"

"Your army didn't stand a chance. Last night I crossed the river up stream and waited in the bush," said Gilmar. "When you crossed back to Eurania, I followed you."

"How did you know it was me? Do I look that much like a King?" said Zergon, smiling a little hopefully.

"You were the first one back across. Your reputation proceeded you among the Ingistats," said Gilmar with a wry smile.

"The Ingistats are dogs!" the King shouted, suddenly angry.

"They're Iraban. Just like you," said Gilmar quietly.

"Then their King is a dog!"

"I've heard he is brave in battle," said Gilmar.

"He's a lunatic!"

"He says the world is governed by greed, ego, and sex. He says he's going to change the world," said Gilmar.

Suddenly, the King laughed out loud, a sound that seemed at odds with night and the darkness. "Maybe he's right," said Zergon. "I own Eurania and everything in it. I'm the King of Eurania!" he declared in a strange, half mocking tone. "I have more wives and concubines than I could count in an hour. But that's the way the world is!" he said, his arms flying out. "Take it as it is! Encompass it! He won't change it. No one ever will."

"His soldiers told me that he cannot die in battle," said Gilmar quietly. "That arrows and spears cannot pierce his holy body."

"Yes, and they also say that if he dies in battle, the one who kills him will die soon after!" Zergon said loudly and derisively. "It's ludicrous! How can anyone other than an idiot hold two opposing views simultaneously! Some people will believe anything," Zergon declared.

"His men believe he is the Hidden One who was prophesied for the end of the millenium to usher in an age of justice and peace," said Gilmar quietly.

"Take it from me! I know!" said the King angrily. "He's a blasphemer and an upstart! And he won't last!"

"The Ingistats say the same of you," said Gilmar.

"They would, wouldn't they?" said the King. Then he kind of snorted and nodded his head. "Well, they might be right," he said." But I've lasted. None of the Iraban have managed to hold a kingdom for as long as I have. None of them! That's the essence of existence and politics for that matter. Survival. Oroc doesn't understand that. Zealots never do. That's why he can't last."

Gilmar said nothing to that. The King grew quiet then and looked troubled. "How long were you in Ingistat?" he asked finally, trying to divert his mind.

"Just long enough to get through it," said Gilmar. "A few months."

"And where are you from?"

"A long way away."

"You're a mine of information," said the King. "If you won't tell me why you're here, I can't be any help to you."

"I want to read a book that is in your library. And I want to find a young man," said Gilmar.

"You want to find a young man?" said the King, a salacious kind of grin curling his lips. "Don't you have a wife?"

"No, I'm a monk," said Gilmar evenly.

"You don't look like a monk."

"What does a monk look like?" Gilmar asked.

"What does this young man look like?" countered the King.

"I don't know. He should be in his early twenties. Twenty three or twenty four. And he should have a birthmark on the palm of his right hand. Like a cross," said Gilmar.

"Why do you think I'd know about someone like that?" said Zergon warily.

"I was told you would," said Gilmar.

"Who told you?" asked the King.

"There's a very wise and holy old man in the monastery where I come from. He told me you'd know him."

"Well, I don't know him!" said Zergon.

"He told me years ago to learn your language from an Iraban who was staying with us for a while. He knew I'd be coming here when the time was right," said Gilmar, ignoring the King's denial. "He mentioned you by name. "

"My name's known all round the world," said Zergon. "Who cares what your old man mentioned? He's wrong."

"He said the young man would be waiting for death in a kind of prison. Will you help me find him?" said Gilmar.

"You help me first," said the King curtly. "And when I get back to Migifa, I might help you. Then again, I might not."

Gilmar got up then and started moving away from the fire. "I'll get some blankets," he said, moving out of the light and into the darkness.

But no sooner was he gone than he was hurrying back. He threw a blanket over the fire and in a low voice ordered the King to be quiet. Then he stamped on the blanket, lifted it, and kicked dirt on the still glowing embers. Then the King heard the sound of men and horses coming along the trail.

"Over there," Gilmar whispered, waving for him to move away. The King just stood and stared. Gilmar waved frantically for him to move back off the trail. "Get back! Get back! They're coming to kill you," he said.

Gilmar stood in behind a thorn bush and listened. The sound from the horses, the clanking of their harnesses, seemed to diminish. Then there was the sound of not very much at all. It was as if everything in the bush was silent and listening, even the cicadas. You could only hear the sound of your own breathing from where Gilmar stood. And he couldn't see along the trail. He kept listening. He thought he heard a whisper close by. Then a bulky, dark figure appeared in front of him, not three feet away.

Gilmar suddenly leapt at the man's throat and pushed him back into the three others who were standing too close behind. He heard the man at the rear scream. As he was tumbling down with the Ingistat soldier, there was a loud crack, loud enough among the cursing and screaming and tumbling, and Gilmar was clambering over the first soldier to get to the second. The King was killing the last when Gilmar got to his feet.

"Are they dead?" the King said, waving his sword towards Gilmar's two, then trying to peer down.

"Yes," said Gilmar, nodding, then looking away.

"With your bare hands?" said the King incredulously.

"Yes," said Gilmar, standing there trembling. Right then he wished he'd never left his home. He wanted to be sick. 

"Who were they?" said the King.

"Just people," said Gilmar. "Like me and you."

"I haven't killed anyone with a sword since I was a young man in the last war against the Ingistats," said the King in wonder. "I’d forgotten how good it feels. It really makes you feel alive." He shook his sword at the night. "Yaaaa!" he shouted, tilting his head back to the stars which had started to press down through the clouds.

"I took a solemn oath that I'd never kill," said Gilmar, quietly dwelling on the enormity of what he'd done. There was a moaning sound from one of the soldiers the King had dealt with. As the head lolled, the King hacked the man across the throat. Gilmar looked away.

"I feel twice as alive as I did a minute ago!" said the King, laughing as he wiped his sword on the dead man's clothes. "Quite singular and invigorated," he said. "It's quite put me off the idea of going to sleep. Around here anyway," he continued, suddenly nervous again and peering around. "There might be more of them, eh?"

Soon, the clouds were almost clear, and the moon shone through. They travelled slowly throughout the night and slept in the bush when it was too hot the next day. After he'd slept, the King's spirits noticeably brightened. He felt much safer. Throughout the night, he'd felt danger creep behind him, just a sword length away. Now he could see for miles and miles, scrubland to the flat horizon any way he looked. There was nothing on the road behind him and the road in front stretched on, and on, and on.

They were like ants on a table cloth and nothing could happen for an age. So they rode on and on and nothing seemed to change but the light. Not long before they were due to stop for the night, the King was almost giddy with fatigue.

"I might have to have your head chopped off," he said to Gilmar, kind of giggling. They were riding abreast, going quite slowly in the gathering dusk.

"That's not what I had in mind," Gilmar replied. It didn't sound funny to him. He knew Zergon had chopped off a great many heads in his time.

"But we can't have people going around thinking they can give orders to King Zergon. You told me to be quiet when those men were coming along the trail last night. I can't have that. I'm known as the Great, you know. The King and the infallible interpreter of God's word," he said, still giggling.

"Another one," Gilmar muttered, half under his breath. He turned his head and looked at the King with his eyebrows raised. "Do you really think you're infallible?" he said.

"If you say I'm wrong, you might get your head chopped off. You don't need to be any more infallible than that!" the King said, rollicking in his saddle.

"I've heard that some of your peasants worship you like a God. How can you be so cynical?" said Gilmar, looking away from him.

"Because I'm patently not a God," said Zergon.

"You don't sound much like a King either," Gilmar remarked.

"What's a King supposed to sound like?" said the King. "How many Kings have you met, monk? I should imagine I'm your first one. You've just been lucky. I'm the best. Do you know I can trace my ancestry back to the greatest prophet the Iraban ever had?"

"Can you trace it back anywhere else?" asked Gilnar.

"Oh yes. I could trace it back to lots of other places, but I'd rather it were traced back to there!" The King laughed immensely at that. He was having such a good time. But Gilmar preferred it when he was silent and brooding into his chest.

"Why are you so quiet, monk? I would have thought you might at least have shown some interest in religion. Aren't you interested in what our Holy Book says about heathens?" he asked, just to tease. He didn't seen the slightest bit grateful to Gilmar. It was as if he had to mock him for the trouble he was taking.

"Well, what does it say about heathens?" said Gilmar, almost with a sigh.

"I don't know," said the King. "As long as it says it's good to have Zergon as King, I don't give a damn what it says!" The King laughed at that, but Gilmar didn't say anything. "I leave all that stuff up to the High Priest," he said, aware of the stony silence emanating from Gilmar. ‘That's why I'm infallible. I don't make those kind of decisions." Gilmar didn't divert his gaze from the road ahead and didn't speak. "You're a load of laughs, monk," said the King.

Nothing was said for a while. The night closed in and the stars, then the moon came out. Slowly, silently, they rode along. Gilmar didn't want to speak to the King in the flippant mood he was in. Gilmar felt intensely uneasy and the King's tone made it worse somehow. Zergon didn't seem to care, but Gilmar had killed and he found that difficult to deal with. It was as if an almost forgotten part of him had suddenly sprung out. He thought he'd lost it. He thought he'd wiped it away, but it was staring him in the face and saying look at me. He'd killed two men because he thought he had to, because he could. And he didn't want to talk.

But the King wanted to talk. When it became apparent that Gilmar didn't want to talk, he grew irritable. Then he started to complain in a child like way about this and that. He wanted to stop. He thought they'd stop as soon as it grew dark. He wanted to know why they weren't stopping. Gilmar thought it might be better to talk.

"Do you like being a King?" he asked abruptly.

"What?" said the King, taken by surprise. "Well, it must have had something going for it or I wouldn't have wanted to become one." He seemed suddenly jocular again. ‘If you're King, no one thinks you should go off and try being something else." The King suddenly laughed. "That's a Euranian joke," he said. "In this country, you can't be something else. When you're born something, that's it. What a wonderful thing a caste system is!" he enthused. "That's why it's so good to be King. There's a pyramid and I'm on top of it!"

There was something about the great, desolate bush in the starry night which made that kind of egotism difficult to maintain. Gilmar didn't say anything. The King's spirits sank.

"Right now, the only thing I'm on top of is this horse," he said, "but it'll be different when we get to Migifa." The King was quiet then for a moment or two. "Right now, maybe it's better just to be on top of the horse."

The King was brooding again. He was never neutral. There was never nothing happening with him. Gilmar felt tired and saddle sore, but thought they should keep on for a while yet. The King was brooding. It would have tested the patience of a saint and Gilmar wasn't a saint. He knew now he wasn't even close. He began to feel irritated and he couldn't remember when he'd last felt like that. First he kills people then he feels irritated. Maybe that's what's bound to happen if you leave a monastery before you're strong enough to go about among normal people. The normal person in you tries to come out. Gilmar felt as irritated as hell. Anything was better than the brooding right then.

"In Ingistat I heard you weren't born to be the King," Gilmar remarked.

"If I wasn't born to be King, how did I become King? It was in my stars. "

"That's not what I heard," said Gilmar.

"Everything is ordained," said the King. "When my elder brother was born, God knew he wasn't born to be King, and that's why I was born. That much was obvious, at least to me. What a fool that man was!"

"Stupid enough for you to murder him?" said Gilmar.

"But someone else would have got him if I hadn't. And they'd have gotten me as well. My elder brother couldn't keep his mouth shut when he was drunk. The Holy Book says you shouldn't drink. For him, it was dead right. What did you hear about that from those lying dogs in Ingistat?"

"They said he told you the formula for mixing the elixir and you immediately killed him," said Gilmar.

"Don't ever repeat that story in Eurania, " said the King, sounding quietly serious. "You'd almost certainly be reported and you'd have to die, I'm afraid. In public. You wouldn't like it. It would make you terribly nervous that."

"But is it true?" asked Gilmar.

"More or less," said Zergon. "Only the King is supposed to know the formula. Once I had the formula, I could kill whoever I liked. Or disliked. Without me, no elixir. No elixir, no money, no nothing."

"I was offered copies of the formula in Ingistat. Several times," said Gilmar.

"Have you ever bought a flying pig in a brown paper bag?" asked the King, leaning over into the gap between them.

"WeIl, I bought a copy of the formula. It looked reasonable to me. Parts of this and parts of that," said Gilmar, teasing him. "Maybe to be King of Eurania all you need is to be prepared to kill the King."

"Let me see your copy!" shouted the King in a sudden temper.

"Just tell me what your formula is and I'll tell you if you're right," Gilmar offered.

"You also have to be an Iraban," said the King. "I must try and remember what the Holy Book says about heathens..."

They slept for some of the night, then walked and rode. As the sun grew higher, they rode on and tried to sleep during the hottest part of the day. Then they rode on and nothing changed but the light, and they seemed to be hardly moving. Then, at last, they came to the wheatlands and began to pass by peasants and villages. No one seemed to recognise the King. He grew quiet as the evening drew in. He was very oppressed.

"You do one bad thing," he said quietly after a long, long silence, "and you think that's the end. But it's not. You have to do another bad thing because of the first thing. And you do bad thing after bad thing until it seems that the only things you do are bad things. Do you think doing bad things makes you bad?" he said.

"Yes," said Gilmar. "It makes it easier to do worse things."

"You right," said the King. "I'll have to do some bad things to stay King of Eurania. And I'll do them. I'll do what's necessary."

"You don't have to," said Gilmar, meaning it.

"Yes, I do. And I'll enjoy doing them. I like being bad. I think I might have chosen it once. Once it was more important to be the King than to be good. It still is. Some of us would rather be in control than anything else." After a while, the King spoke again. "Talk to me, foreigner. I don't want to think anymore."

"What do you want to talk about?" said Gilmar.

"Tell me about this young man you're looking for. What are you wanting with him?"

"I just want to find him."

"But what are you going to do with him when you find him?"

"The sage in the monastery just told me to go and find him. He had a dream."

"You're trying to tell me you've come all this way to meet someone whose name you don't even know because of a dream?" said the King in disbelief.

"It was quite a dream. He went into a kind of shock for several days afterwards."

"What was the dream about?"

"I don't know. He wouldn't say much about it," said Gilmar.

"But he told you to come and find someone with a cross in the palm of their hand?"

"Yes, I'm going to find him and read the book."

"What's so important about the book?"

"He wrote the book when he was in Migifa a long time ago. There's only one copy. It's in your library."

"What's so special about the book?"

"It's a book of prediction," said Gilmar.

"Why didn't he just tell you the predictions and save you the trouble of reading it?" said the King querulously.

"I don't think he could remember them."

"What's the point in predicting things when you can't remember what the predictions are?" said the King, impatient with this.

"It was a long time ago," said Gilmar, smiling to himself.

"How long? I've lived in Migifa all my life. I've had many famous soothsayers executed. They're infallibly wrong. Perhaps I've heard of this sage. What's his name?"

"You won't have heard of him."

"How do you know?"

"He was in Migifa three hundred years ago."

The King laughed out loud and that was a tremendous relief. He laughed and laughed. "That was a good one," he said.

"It was in a previous lifetime. That's why he can't remember what he wrote down," said Gilmar, straightfaced.

The King laughed and laughed. "And I thought my religion once or twice a trifle idiotic! That's a good one. You came all this... a long way, wasn't it? Because of that! You must be mad!"

"I must admit I have my doubts," said Gilmar. Then he looked over at the King with a smile on his face. "What do you think's going to happen to you when you die?" he asked.

"Why, I'm going heaven!" said the King, chuckling this time. "I'm the interpreter of God's word."

"Then that must be right," said Gilmar.

"Of course, it is. I'm infallible!"

The King laughed and laughed. When he stopped laughing, he'd giggle. It went on for ages, but finally he grew quiet again. They rode on, passed farm buildings and small villages. Then the ground seemed to grow suddenly barren. There were no orchards, or trees of any kind, or wheat. The grass had shrivelled and died and blown away.

Then, as the sun began to set, they passed that part of The Factory where ore was cooked. Extraction smelters like grimy, round backed beetles stretched into the distance at either side of the road for as far as the eye could see. Green fumes and streams of light escaped through plugs and pipes arraigned across their backs. Horses pulling trucks hauled their loads along the rails between the smelters, and something in the air began to burn the back of Gilmar's throat. The King pulled his hood round till it practically covered his whole face. Nothing much grew for a while after they passed the smelters.

When the air was clear again, Gilmar found himself looking at the domes and minarets of the Palace etched against the sunset in the distance. He askedand the King told him what it was, and then grew silent again.

"When we get into the city, things will have to be different, monk," he said finally. "When we get to the Palace treat me like God Almighty. Don't stand closer than three paces behind. Don't talk to me unless you're spoken to."

"I'll start grovelling as soon as you like," said Gilmar. "But will you help me find the young man?"

"What did it say about him in the dream?"

"The sage said he'd be in a great battle. Nothing more."

"Was he on the winning side?"

"I don't know. It might say in the book. Will you help me find him?"

The King didn't reply to that at first. He was brooding again.

"Will you help me find him?" Gilmar asked, repeating the question.

"I might."

"You might not be able to," said Gilmar. "Nobody we've passed so far seems to have done much grovelling. Will they know who you are at the Palace?"

"Don’t worry. They’ll know me."

Then they came to the shacks and tents where squatters dwelt on the edge of town. Then they were passing the flat roofs and on into the old town, and up the narrow tenement streets that led up the the east gate of the Palace. It was closed. A soldier stood at one side of the gate, leaning lazily against the wall of the sentry box. Gilmar and the King stopped the horses.

"We're closed for the night," said the guard, irritably. "What do you want?"

The King pulled his hood back and glowered at the man for a moment or two.

"I'm King Zergon, you idiot!" he suddenly bawled. "Get on your knees!"

The guard just stared, then suddenly began to shake and fell to his knees, his head bowed.

"Now, get up and open the gate!" the King shouted.

The man hurried to open the gate, and the King rode into his palace, Gilmar a length behind. Some soldiers came out of the post there and raced ahead of them. The King turned to Gilmar. I'll have you summonsed was all he said. They passed courtyards with fountains and grass, and flower baskets hanging down from the colonnades. Then they came to the gate of the Inner Palace behind which young men in gleaming white robes were gathering, their faces bright and expectant in the torchlight. It was Zergon's orphans, trained from childhood to love and serve him. The gate opened and they dismounted.

The young men rushed round the King shouting excitedly until someone looked into his face. Then a deathly quiet rippled out and calmed everyone. The King spoke to a tall, thin, older man before striding off into the Inner Palace, trailing a stream of white robes behind him. The older man approached Gilmar.

"I'm one of the King's chamberlains," he said. "Follow me."

Soon he stood tired and worn, and a little dirty in a large room near the royal apartments in the centre of the Inner Palace. The chamberlain ordered him a bath and a change of clothes, and some food. Then he left him alone. He managed to wash and change, but felt too exhausted to eat. He succumbed to the softness of the bed, but had only been asleep for a few hours before the chamberlain came back and wakened him. Led along high corridors of gleaning marble, he found himself in an antechamber with purple hangings from the ceiling to the floor, which was also purple. There were no seats. There were no windows. You could see the sweat and smell the fear from the grey faced men who stood against the walls or paced back and forth. Gilmar sat cross legged on the floor. Eventually, he was led behind a curtain and through a door into the audience room.

The audience chamber was large with a very high ceiling, and a golden dais sat in the centre, a thing of light in a sea of black marble. Gilmar found himself standing on a red carpet, one of six which radiated from the throne, stretching out to the various entrances and exits. The King looked like a different man, standing there on the dais beside the throne, looking over at him. Gilmar had been told to take his shoes off, but the King's servant had forgotten to tell him to bow his head. There didn't seem to be anyone else in that great space, just Gilmar and the King. Gilmar stared over at him, surprised at how much bigger Zergon seemed in that setting. Then Gilmar began to walk towards the throne, feeling diminished somehow.

"You'll be taken to the harbour by an escort of Royal Guardsmen and put on a ship to Sackment Island," said the King when Gilmar stopped at the foot of the dais. "Orders have been made out giving you full authority in the matter of your young man. You'll find him there, if he's still alive."

"What's his name?" asked Gilmar.

"It's Prince Ramiles. He's my son."

"Is Sackment Island a prison?" asked Gilmar.

"Some kind of prison," said the King. "Your sage was right. It's a penal colony for traitors and felons."

"Why is your son there?" asked Gilmar.

"Because I sent him there to die," thought the King. "Just bring him back to me. I want to see him," he said. "It looks as if his luck might have changed."

--------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER THREE
Ramiles nursed his anger through a sleepless night and day, with only water pushed under the door to sustain him. Then he was dragged out of the punishment cell and taken to one of the sleeping sheds. There he was chained to a palette and the four other prisoners who shared it. They lay there at the bottom of a stack of six palettes in a long, low room filled with bodies. Though there must have been three hundred men in that hot, small place, Ramiles was able to lie flat on his back and sank quickly into an exhausted sleep.

Then someone was roughly shaking him awake. He jerked into consciousness, but couldn't sit up for the palette above him. He squirmed round. The prisoner he'd lain beside throughout the night put a finger to his lips.

"Don't talk when the guards free the chains from the palette," the man whispered. "They'll take you away and lash you for that."

Ramiles had never seen a man with such sharp, darting eyes. His body was covered in rags and the dirt on his face was streaked with dried sweat. His hair was matted and pulled back over his ears. There was a long livid blue scar running down the side of his cheek. He was looking towards the large doors at the end of the shed, which were wide open. It was morning. The sound of guards cursing carried from further along as the prisoners down there were unlocked from their palettes.

"Listen," whispered the man, turning his face into his. "Don't say anything and follow me. I'll get you through the day. We might become mates. You look stronger than the man who had your place yesterday," said the prisoner, looking Ramiles up and down.

"What happened to him? Did they take him away?" said Ramiles in a low voice.

"No, they dragged him away. He died."

"What did he die of?"

"A broken heart," said the man. "He couldn't take it. Now, keep quiet. They'll be here soon."

On being freed from the wooden palette, Ramiles followed behind the other four an his chain, and shuffled outside, and stood in line for water, gruel, and bread. Then those like Ramiles who were due to work in the mine were marched off out of the encampment, and followed paths upward aver the rocky surface of the island until they reached a rectangle of palings close by where donkeys were tethered, and carts awaited.

There was a gate in the fence and after that the first ladder in a succession of ladders and landings reaching down to what looked from the top like a bottomless pit. Every group of five prisoners was proceeded by a guard and the way was dimly lit with ail lamps which hung on the wall between landings. Still no one spoke as they started an their way dawn, the ladders juddering, the landings creaking and groaning under the weight. And down and down they went until the reached the bottom after an age, it seemed.

A large vault, lit by lamps and carved out of the rock, confronted Ramiles there. In the middle was a huge vat of oil and before that trustees handed out baskets and pickaxes and shovels and candles and wood. The men on Ramiles chain gathered what they needed and trudged off to the entrance of one of the big tunnels which branched out from the main vault in all directions. They put down the tools there and went back a little way to have their chains removed. The guards looked nervous as the unshackled men returned to the tunnel entrance and slowly disappeared from sight.

Ramiles followed the man who'd lain beside him on the palette. Soon they were going along a smaller tunnel, then a still smaller one. There were no lamps on the walls here and a candle was lit. Then he and the man split off from the rest and bowed their heads as the roof came lower. Then they bent double. When they couldn't go any further, they stopped.

The man put the candle on the ground and told Ramiles to sit. And he sat there deep in the bowels of the planet, the face of a rough and hardened convict close to and staring into his. The air was foul and hot and filled with dust. Eventually. the man began to talk in a quiet. calm voice.

Though the place was riddled with informers, informers were dead men if found out. he said. You might be lashed for not informing, but if that was the case, you took the lashing. Each miner had a quota to make. You made the quota by taking a certain amount of baskets back to the main vault. Each full basket received a token. If someone tried to take a token off you while you were moving in the tunnels, it was better to fight to the death for it. If you lost a token once that way, it would happen again, and again, and again. It was very important to make the quota, but you never made more than the quota. If you made less than the quota, you would be lashed. This might mean you would be too weak to make the quota the next day, and you'd be lashed the next day as well, and the day after that, and so on until you were dead.

The best way to survive in the pit, he was told, was to work as a team. They'd make the quotas together. Then, if one fell sick, the other would work harder. After the man said that, he stopped. No one said anything for a moment. They just looked at each other.

"What are you in here for?" the man asked.

"I don't know," said Ramiles. "I wasn't charged with anything. I was abducted. There's been a mistake, I'm sure. My father will get me out of here. I know he will," said Ramiles with more than a hint of desperation in his voice.

"And who' s your father?" said the man, with an almost pitying look on his face.

"The King," said Ramiles.

"That's funny," said the man. "Usually, people don't go mad until they've been here quite a while."

"I'm a prince of the Royal house! I'm a centurion in the Royal Guard!" said Ramiles, suddenly angry. "The commandant knows who I am," he said, trailing off, looking groundward. Perhaps it was better not to think.

"In that case, your father must really love you," said the man. "It doesn't matter who your father is," he continued after a moment. "You're a prisoner like the rest of us. I'll keep you on the right track, but you're no use to me, mister, if you can't dig. Can you dig?"

In the dim light. Ramiles looked down at his hands. They were not calloused and hardened by manual labour. He knew they would blister, that the skin would peel off, that they might swell or become infected and useless for holding a pick axe the next day, if left unprotected. He ripped the cuffs and part of the sleeves off his tunic and carefully wrapped the cloth round his hands. The other man was still watching him and said nothing.

"I can dig," said Ramiles. "Where do I start?"

The only thing that was soft about Ramiles was the skin on the palms of his hands. Even that wasn't really soft. From the age of eight he'd lived in a barracks under the iron discipline of instructors who'd beaten him and his many half brothers mercilessly for every fault, real or imagined. He was taught to love his father as if he was a god and put through a training regime capable of making him an elite soldier among elite soldiers. He knew he could dig. And he turned to the rock face and dug until the man asked him to stop digging. He wasn't going anywhere. And they had all day to make the quota.

Ramiles sat with his back to the wall, his eyes closed. When he was asked to do something, he did it. All day he sat there, or worked with the pick or the shovel, or carried baskets full of ore back to the main vault. Eventually, they'd done enough. Ramiles had no idea what time it was, but it seemed they'd time to kill.

"Why are you here? What did you do?" Ramiles asked the man. His name was Rebben.

"I said something not very nice about your father," said Rebben, managing to twist his face into something resembling a grin.

"What did you say?" Ramiles asked.

"I don't know. I was drunk at the time," Rebben replied. "I think they were a bit short on traitors that week," he said. "But they needed prisoners for the pit, I suppose.

"How long are you here for?" asked Ramiles.

"I got seven years like everyone else. I've been here for two," said Rebben. There was something about the way he said that which made Ramiles realise he wasn't sure if he could do another five.

"How can anyone last seven years here?" Ramiles asked.

'If you’re lucky enough to be put on a food detail, or work in the main vault, you might make it,' said the man.

"If you're not going to make it, why bother to stay alive? Why don't you kill yourself?" said Ramiles.

'Because I don't want to go to hell when I die," said the man.

"Can hell be worse than this place?"

"No. I can last a lot longer though," said the man.

But it was only in the mines that the prisoners of Sackment Island enjoyed any kind of liberty at all. The guards were afraid to venture passed the main vault into the deeper, darker reaches. There and only there were the prisoners allowed to talk freely to each other. That day Ramiles discovered that Rebben’s relatives had paid bribes to have him assigned underground. The miners had the best chance of survival.

Very few of the men working overground could last seven years unprotected from the sun. Skin cancers usually started to kill them after the first two years. The miners had only to worry about disease, rockfalls, or the lash.

By the time the prisoners were reshackled and taken out of the pit, it was already growing dark. They were led back to the encampment, given some food, and chained once more to the palette. And so it went on, and on. His hands held out. After a day or two, his muscles weren't stiff and sore in the morning, but he could feel his body becoming weaker. 

The poor diet encouraged a certain mental and physical lethargy. Sores which couldn't heal formed on his ankles where the shackles chaffed against his skin as he walked back and forth to the mine. Then, one day after the gruel and bread, the men from his shed were led to the parade ground.

Four men were hanging chained to the wooden triangles. The commandant appeared once more and thrust the grotesque deformity at the side of his face forward from the top of the little box. I'll kill him, I'll kill him, Ramiles muttered to himself, surprised at how much he'd fed the hate he had for this man in only the short time he'd been on the island. The phrase may you live ten thousand years echoed through his mind. He'd become a hollow eyed bag of bones in less time than that. As he watched the commandant gloat over them, he knew his father wasn't going to save him. Your father signed the orders. Somewhere in his heart right then he'd decided not to endure it. I'll kill him, I'll kill him, he muttered.

"The four men on the triangles are guilty of conspiring to escape," the commandant announced triumphantly, his bulging eye glaring out at them. "One hundred lashes! Commence the punishment!"

When they were unshackled and going through the tunnels that day, suddenly two lamps along the way went out, and the prisoners near Ramiles were plunged into darkness. There were sounds of a struggle, and screams for mercy, and blows rained down. Ramiles found himself cowering against the wall, staring round sightless in the pitch black. When the lamps were finally relit, there was a man lying not ten feet away with his head caved in. Ramiles stood and stared, but everyone else walked on then as if nothing had happened, or the body wasn't there.

"What's going on in this place?" said Ramiles when he finally stopped at their place of work.

"He informed," said Rebben simply. "Don't worry about it. He'll go down as a rockfall."

"Informed on what?" Ramiles asked him.

"Probably just some loose talk," said the man. "No one has ever escaped from this island. The water around here if full of hungry sharks."

"What about the boat that brought me here?" said Ramiles. "Boats must go back and forth."

"Loose talk can get you killed on this island," said Rebben. "Don't even think about escape. Think about surviving. Let's start work. Do you want to dig first or shovel?"

"I'd like to thank you for helping me, Rebben," Ramiles began quietly, "but I'm not making the quota today. I've done nothing wrong. I'm not guilty of anything. I'm not working.’

Rebben looked at him for a moment, incomprehension written all over his face. "If you don't make the quota, you'll get twenty five lashes," he said finally.

"Nobody is going to lash me," said Ramiles with quiet certainty.

"Resisting the guards will get you a hundred lashes," said Rebben. "If you survive that, you'll never straighten your back again."

"I've got no reason to comply with anything," said Ramiles in the same quiet voice. "I don't have a sentence. I don't have a release date. The commandant wished me ten thousand years of life. I'll die here in any case. Might as well be today."

"What are you going to do?" said Rebben after he'd stared into Ramiles face for some time.

"I'm a soldier," said Ramiles. "All my life I've been preparing for a battle I didn't get a chance to fight. WeIl, I'll fight it here."

"But what are you going to do?" Rebben asked again.

"I told you. I'm a soldier. I'm going to kill people. Guards. Lots of them. As many of them as I can."

"You're mad," said Rebben.

"I've been abandoned by my father," said Ramiles, "and I'm just not afraid to die."

Then he closed his eyes and just sat there with his back to the tunnel wall. He felt curiously at peace with himself. He didn't feel angry or bitter of any of the emotions which had been tearing his insides out since he'd arrived on Sackment Island. Most of all, he didn't feel frightened, only a little tired. Soon he fell asleep, and he slept for a long time. When he awakened, Rebben wasn't there. He waited and waited, then heard someone come scurrying along the tunnel. It was Rebben. As Rebben came closer, Ramiles gave him rather a hard look.

"Where have you been?" he asked.

"Don't look at me like that," said Rebben. "I've been talking to some of my mates."

"You said informers were dead men," said Ramiles.

"I told you I was talking to some of my mates," said Rebben with a harsh edge to his voice. "This isn't just something concerning you. If you want to get yourself killed, that's your business. But I might get lashed for not informing. Everyone of us might. Lashed and worse."

"But it's got nothing to do with you," said Ramiles.

"So what?" Rebben said. "How do you think the guards are going to feel if you manage to kill one or two of them. They might not hang around to ask questions. You didn't think of that, did you?" 

Ramiles said nothing for a moment.

"What did your friends say?" he asked.

"They didn't think you'd go through with it."

"I haven't got any tokens," said Ramiles. He felt himself smiling then. It seemed so odd for the muscles in his face to do that.

He couldn't remember smiling since he'd been at the Palace in Migifa.

"Well, I've got all of mine," said Rebben. "Look, we could start making our way back to the main vault now." Rebben looked at Ramiles closely then. Ramiles seemed calm and composed in an odd kind of way to him. "Well, soldier, what do you want? The pick axe or the shovel?"

"I'll take the shovel," said Ramiles.

As he was going along the tunnel, which led to the large cavern at the centre of the mine, Ramiles could feel his breathing become shallower, the air begin to move in and out in short gasps. He tried to breathe deeper and gripped the shaft of the shovel with both hands, searching for some kind of balance in how the weight of it would swing.

He knew how he was going to kill the first guard and only hoped he'd be able to pick up his sword so that he could die with a sword in his hand, like the soldier he once was.

Getting hold of a sword was the only thing that worried him, but then he stopped worrying about that. He'd get hold of a sword. After that, he wouldn't have to think. He'd react to the moment as spontaneously as he could. He was going to die. He didn't doubt that for an instant, but it was a better way to die. He was going to die. Heb accepted that and breathed deeply and calmed himself. He could feel his spine rise and stretch slightly as energy seemed to move up through his body. He felt focussed and immensely strong. He was unafraid. He felt fine.

When he reached the vault, there were many prisoners in front of him, but they moved aside and let him go to the front. From there he could see the other tunnel entrances clogged with prisoners like his, all waiting, waiting to have their tokens inspected, to surrender their tools, to be reshackled. Around each tunnel entrance, there was a semi-circle of guards formed behind rough wooden tables. Prisoners were supposed to approach the tables singly, then go through the narrow gap to be chained. Those already back in chains were lined up near the main shaft. The bottom ladders there were clear. Those who carried the ore up the shaft were already on their way back to the camp. Ramiles looked over at the large vat filled with oil for the lamps, which squatted in the middle of the vault.

He walked forward towards the semi-circle of tables and guard as he might have done any other day. The guards looked a little edgy. This was not unusual. Swords were unsheathed in all but those collecting tokens and tools. Ramiles came closer to the guard who was waiting to collect the shovel. Their eyes met. Each held the stare as they came closer. The guard's eyes wavered and he felt a sudden panic. Then he reeled and began to fall back off his stool, his eyes widening with fright, as Ramiles suddenly swung the shovel and burst the brain of the guard standing to his left. Then the table was overturned, and the guards were falling back and under it when Ramiles killed another one and grabbed hold of a sword.

Guards charged round. Suddenly, shovels and pick axes were raining down on them, and the prisoners at the mouth of that tunnel were rushing forward, screaming and shouting. Ramiles had a sword in each hand now and every guard who appeared in front of him seemed first in a rage, then pain and shock crossed their faces as they fell bleeding and dying. Prisoners at the other tunnel mouths were growing restive. Some were shouting, but they didn't seem about to break into the madness which was spilling then towards the centre of the cavern.

Suddenly in the melee, there was space around Ramiles. Guards stood a safe circle away and bayed while their fellows began to overpower the prisoners and kill them. Ramiles screamed and rushed forward in a blind rage, but they parted before him. He kept going, threw down one sword and grabbed hold of a lamp, then threw that over the lip and into the vat of oil.

Flames suddenly roared up and licked the ceiling, the intensity of the light and heat sending a shock through everyone there. Paniced by the commotion coming from the cavern, prisoners further down the tunnels began to push those at the front forward, and the guards lashed out, and everyone was fighting then.

There was hacking and stabbing and killing going on all around him, but Ramiles tried to slip passed and hurried towards the ladders. By the time he reached the bottom of the main shaft, the guards were fighting for their lives, almost overwhelmed. He was on the first landing when the noises coming up from the vault perceptibly changed.

The clash of metal on metal seemed to suddenly stop and the howls of rage and anger turned to cheering. As he hurried on upwards, he could hear voices exultant beneath him as the mob surged towards the ladders and began to ascend.

The guards at the top of the shaft had fled back to the camp long before Ramiles reached fresh air. Standing outside the palings unshackled, he leapt up and down, consumed by a mad joy. He wasn't dead. He was still alive, beautifully, vibrantly, alive. Soon other prisoners were streaming through the palings, yelling and clasping each other. As soon as fifty or so had gathered, they set off for the encampment armed with some swords and pick axes, but mostly with just their bare hands.

The moon was already shining down by the time Ramiles reached the semi-circle of low buildings which comprised the main body of the camp. He could hear the yelling of the rabble behind him as he scaled the wall and climbed onto the roof of the nearest building. He looked over at the other side and saw fifty horsemen waiting in the parade ground. Behind them were a couple of hundred guards and at the very back, seated an a white mare, was the commandant of Sackment Island.

"Charge!" he shouted and raised his sward in the air.

The horsemen streamed out of the narrow gaps between the buildings and fell upon the first batch of prisoners still some fifty yards away. Then the guards an foot began to stream through, but Ramiles was keeping his eye on the commandant who remained stationary until almost all of his men were out of the parade ground. Ramiles willed him to move forward and he nudged his horse, slowly going towards a gap in the buildings above which Ramiles positioned himself. He would have emerged an the other side of the gap in time to see the last of the first batch of prisoners fall under the horses and swords had Ramiles not landed an his shoulders and knocked him off his mount.

He rolled away cursing in fury and got to his feet with his sword in his hand. His goad eye was staring out of his face as he rushed forward and rained dawn a flurry of blows which forced Ramiles back into the parade ground. In the moonlight, the commandant seemed even more horrifying, the growth and distortion at the side of his face made more grotesque by shadows playing. A bulging eyeball glinted uselessly. His teeth were gnashing, his lips foaming like a mad dog's as he raised his sword above his head and rushed forward. Then his blade was slicing down and round, and carrying him off balance as Ramiles feinted and moved back, making him miss completely. Then he moved forward and the ogre was still moving towards him, coming onto the sword which was sliding into his throat and lifting his head back. Then he seemed to have suddenly stopped, a stream of blood chasing the spittle down from the side of his mouth before the blood just began to pour out. The body shuddered and the face twitched convulsively as the commandant fell forward to the ground.

The fighting behind the buildings died down and flared up as more prisoners arrived. And they were cut down. The guards began to move along the track, looking for more prisoners to kill or capture. It was several hours later before anyone found the body of the commandant. It was after dawn before they found the head. It was stuck on top of a weather cock on the roof of the main building. Ramiles was also on the roof, further along with his back to a chimney stack. He had two swords again.

-----------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER FOUR

As the sun began to rise over Sackment Island, Ramiles watched the dead bodies of the prisoners being dragged onto the parade ground and laid in line down close to the shore. Those who had been taken alive had already been beaten and whipped into the punishment cells, or chained onto the palettes in the sheds. Though guards were moving all around, no one saw Ramiles on the roof of the main building or the head of the commandant until the sun was already well over the horizon.

There was quite a commotion. Guards began to run around and shout and point, but no one seemed to know what to do. Ramiles sat with his back to the chimney stack and tried to pay as little heed as possible. He looked across at the head. Somehow it didn't look so awful now that the malignant life force had left it. But it was ugly.

Ramiles casually looked around and down. A small group of guards had begun to shout abuse at him, and seemed rather the worse for drink, but most of the ones he could see looked rather dispirited. No one seemed to know what to do about him. He hadn't seen any archers on the island and knew the guards didn't have spears. A quick death still eluded him. Somehow it wasn't what he'd expected the evening before when he was in the pit walking down the tunnel towards the main vault.

He felt tired and dispirited, and knew there was nothing he could do but wait. He pulled his tunic top off and draped it over his head, then closed his eyes. The sun was already burning hot. It had been a long night and it looked like being a long day.

Then he could tell from the noises the guards were making that something different was happening. Despite himself, he uncovered his head and looked around. A warship, a galley of the King's navy, was pulling into the jetty. Soldiers began to disembark. Royal Guardsmen. His heart leapt in his chest for a moment at the sight of their distinctive white robes with blue trim. He used to look just like that, but it seemed a hundred years ago. He gazed down at his body - at the dirt, the festering sores round his ankles - and realised he hadn't looked in a mirror for some time. He wondered if he'd recognise himself, he felt so changed. Then he wondered what the Royal Guardsmen were doing there. Then he decided it was nothing to do with him and covered his head, closed his eyes once more.

"Prince Ramiles!" someone was shouting up him in a strange, foreign accent. He looked down and a hundred soldiers were lined up in the parade ground, his half-brother, the centurion called Lerion at their head.

Lerion was five or six years older than Ramiles, a rough, no nonsense kind of soldier whom Ramiles knew rather well. In front of him stood a tall man in a brown cassock. This man shouted up at him again.

"Prince Ramiles! Prince Ramiles!"

Ramiles stood up on the apex of the roof and leant against the chimney stack. Lerion was leading the guardsmen in three cheers. Ramiles stared down at the scene in dumb bewilderment.

"I have orders from your father to bring you back to Migifa, " the man in the cassock shouted.

"Come down, Ramiles. Everything is going to be alright," Lerion called out cheerfully.

Leaving the swords on the chimney stack, Ramiles gingerly went down the roof tiles till he reached the gutter, then began to shimmy down the drain pipe. The man in the cassock was waiting for him when he reached the ground. Feeling dazed and a little faint, Ramiles offered no resistance when the man lifted his right hand and looked at the palm. A kind of birthmark was there in the shape of a dull, reddish cross. A smile that started slowly began to fill the face of the man in the cassock who grasped Ramiles with both arms and hugged him.

"Who are you?" said Ramiles when the man stepped back. "What are you doing here?"

"My name's Gilmar. I've been sent by your father. I'm here to help you," said the man.

"What authority have you?" asked Ramiles, swaying on his feet.

"The King's authority in this matter," said Gilmar.

"I want to know who is responsible for consigning me to this hell hole. There must be orders somewhere. Find them for me, please." Then Ramiles just stood there for a moment, feeling quite overcome with exhaustion. But he managed to gather himself. "There wouldn't have been a revolt if I hadn't instigated it," he said. "I want you to ensure that no one is punished. No executions, no floggings, nothing," said Ramiles, a sudden dizziness coming over him. He thought he might fall over.

Then Lerion was throwing a cape over his shoulders, and there was just a babble of voices, and he was being led across the parade ground. Soon, he was going up the gangplank to the galley. Once on deck, he, stopped and leant against the rail, and looked back at the parade ground. Guards were guiding the survivors of the riot out of the punishment cells and sheds. They were lined up in front of Gilmar who stood on the box the commandant once stood on. Gilmar wasn't that far away and Ramiles could see the shock on his face at the condition of the men before him, most emaciated and diseased, all of them badly beaten. But there was a kind of pride in them yet, a defiance, a hate, an afterburn of vindication from what they'd been part of the night before.

But it melted all away when Gilmar told them he was a messenger from the King and that no one would be executed, or otherwise punished, for what they'd done. Hard men who hadn't wept for years shed bitter tears then. Some collapsed onto their knees, clasped their hands together, and begged God for deliverance. Gilmar looked this way and that for some kind of understanding, but found none. In confusion, he left them there and made his way to the largest building in the complex. Ramiles stood and stared for a moment at the island, then asked the man who was in attendance to take him to whatever quarters were waiting for him.

He was taken to a stateroom where there were clean clothes on the bed, and food on the table, and a bath filled with steaming water. Ramiles stared around, amazed at such luxury. There was a mirror and he asked for it to be removed. He didn't think he could look at himself yet. He was scared to. He asked the attendant to take the mirror, leave him alone, and make sure he wasn't disturbed.

He was really too dirty to lie in a bath, but he wallowed in it like a pig all the same. He ate the food slowly, still naked, savouring every mouthful and moaning with pleasure. Then he dressed in the clean robes and lay on top of the bed with the flagon of alcohol which had been sitting on the table with the food. Sweet white wine ran down his throat, but he seemed intoxicated enough without it. Exhausted and near hysteria, he didn't know whether to laugh or cry. Then he put the flagon down beside the bed and rolled over into sleep.

Gilmar wakened him a few hours later. Outside he could hear the wind slap into the sails and the oars dip into the sea. Gilmar was standing at the foot of the bed with something wrapped in cloth and tied with twine.

"I don't know what to say to you," he said when Ramiles got up and sat on the edge of the bed.

"You're not an Iraban," said Ramiles. "What are you doing here?

‘Why did you hug me on the island?"

"I've been searching for you for a long time. I was more than pleased to find you," said Gilmar.

"I don't understand," said Ramiles, rather indifferently.

"Perhaps now is not the time to explain," said Gilmar, looking closely at the dull expression on Ramiles face. Then he undid the twine on the package he'd brought into the room and unfolded the cloth. He lay some things at the foot of the bed. "I'd like to make you a gift," he said. "You can chose any of these things that you like."

Ramiles came over to look, but seemed hardly curious. There was a small box made of brass with intricate designs on the lid. He opened it. The inside was lined with velvet, but it contained nothing. Then there was a dagger in a sheath encrusted with semi-precious stones. The last object was a short bow, which was unstrung. He tested the wood and almost smiled to himself. He was an expert archer and enjoyed the feel of the wood in his hands.

"This bow is somewhat shorter than the ones I'm used to, but I would have the bow, if I was having anything," he said. Gilmar looked pleased with the choice.

"Take it," he said. "It's yours."

"I don't accept gifts from strangers, especially from foreigners," said Ramiles curtly. "Why are you offering gifts to me anyway?" he asked, looking at Gilnar with a suspiciousness he didn't try to conceal.

"I was just wondering which gift you'd choose. Most people would have taken the dagger. The stones alone are rather valuable," said Gilmar.

"I don't know who you are and I don't like you playing games with me. You said you'd been looking for me for a long time. What does that mean? What do you want with me? Explain yourself or leave me alone."

Gilnar hesitated and wondered what he should say. "I come from a long, long way away," he began. "I lived in a monastary in a mountain range you've probably never heard of. A monk there said you had a special destiny. I've come to help you fulfil it."

"What do you mean by a special destiny?" asked Ramiles, intrigued despite himself.

"You may lead an army in a battle which will decide the fate of millions, perhaps the fate of the whole world. The choices you make will be of the greatest importance. You may become King."

"I already have a King," said Ramiles. "My father is my King. Have you come to test my loyalty? Are you a spy?" he asked, staring hard at Gilmar.

"No, I'm not a spy," said Gilmar quietly. "I said you may become King. You may not. It depends on you. It is not inevitable, but it may be the future that suits you best."

"I don't believe in fortune tellers," said Ramiles, turning away.

"'What do you believe in?" said Gilmar.

"I believe in God and that my father, King Zergon, is the infallible interpreter of God's word. I believe in what every good Euranian should believe in," said Ramiles, sounding as steadfast as he was able. "Are you a believer, foreigner'?"

"No," said Gilmar. "I don't believe in believing. I believe in knowing. I don't believe in anything and I don't know much."

"Why did my father entrust anything to you?" Ramiles asked, a little scornfully.

"When we talked, he didn't seem as intolerant or as arrogant as you," said Gilmar, looking steadily into Ramiles face.

"Have you actually spoken to him?" said Ramiles, suddenly surprised.

"Yes," said Gilmr. "Why? Haven't you?"

"No," said Ramiles. "I haven't the seniority. Is he all they say he is?" he asked a little hesitantly before turning away and pacing across the room.

"What do they say he is?" said Gilmar quietly.

"I was taught that he was holy, noble, and brave. Everything that a king should be." Since being on Sackment Island, for the first time Ramiles had heard a different point of view openly expressed. Gilmar didn't say anything. "Well?" said Ramiles, still not turning round. He was staring out the porthole.

"You seem to doubt that now," said Gilmar.

"If you were here to ensnare me in treason, it won't work, foreigner," said Ramiles with a threatening edge in his voice. But as he stared out at the sea, he remembered the look in the commandant's face when he told him the King had signed the order placing him in penal servitude.

"I don't want to ensnare you in anything. I'm here to help you," said Gilmar. There was a silence between them for a moment or two. "I'm not a fortune teller," said Gilmar, finally. "I was told where to find you and I found you. I knew you'd have that mark on your palm. I was expecting you to chose the bow. There's a book in your father's library. When I've read it, I'll know more. You'd be foolish to spurn me. I want to help you."

Gilmar could feel the tension emanating from Ramiles. It was as if he was fixed somehow in that position, looking out the porthole, rigid. "Maybe you want to ask a question, but you don't know if you'll like the answer," said Gilmar finally.

"What are you talking about?" said Ramiles, still without turning round.

"Here's the order for your confinement on Sackment Island," said Gilmar, taking it out from a fold in his robe. "You asked for it. I found it. Do you want it?"

He was standing right behind Ramiles when he said that. Ramiles put his hand out to the side and Gilmar placed the scroll with the King's seal and the red ribbon wrapped round it in the palm of his hand. Ramiles opened it, trembling a little, and began to read.

"Prince Ramiles, a centurion of the Royal Guard, shall be confined by you on Sackment Island until he is dead," Gilmar recited from memory. "It's simple enough," he said. "Signed and sealed."

"But what had I done?" said Ramiles, alroost to himself. "He can't know what it's like to be a prisoner in that place," he said, shaking his head from side to side.

"Why did they break down when I told them they wouldn't be executed?" Gil:mar asked gently.

"They'd prefer to die," said Ramiles. "I'll tell my father what it's like if I get the chance."

"Oh, you'll get the chance alright," said Gilmar. "I've to take you to him."

"I asked you what he was like a moment or two ago," said Ramiles. "Why haven't you told me?" Ramiles turned and looked at Gilmar then.

"I think he's lonely," said Gilmar simply.

Just then there was a knock at the door.

"It'll be the centurion," said Gilmar. "He was anxious to speak to you. I'll leave you alone."

Somehow Ramiles didn't want to have a meeting with Lerion or anyone else right then. Everything and everyone seemed so distant, so far away and strange. He expected Lerion to enter the stateroom brimming over with bonhomie and back slapping. That was the kind of person Lerion usually was. He was well liked, and man who could organise things and knew everyone. But Lerion looked tense when he came into the room, ignoring

Gilmar completely as he passed him by. Then he stopped and waited for Gilmar to close the door behind him. Ramiles looked over at his, his face expressionless, flat.

"How are you, brother?" said Lerion quietly.

"I've felt better," said Ramiles.

"Sit down," said Lerion, gesturing to a chair by the small table.

"I want to talk to you. I have to talk to someone. Our family has to talk now. We need to talk." 

"Why do you want me to sit down?" asked Ramiles, stiffening a little to the tension coming from Lerion.

"It would be better," said Lerion, and Ramiles sat down, his eyes following Lerion as he paced the room and began to speak quietly.

Lerion told him about the disaster on the plain of Gordinel. None of the contingent of Royal Guardsmen accompanying the King was expected to have survived. All of Ramiles close friends were dead. After he heard this, Ramiles just stared into nothing, almost too stunned to take it in.

"I assumed you were dead too," Lerion was saying. "I was amazed when I was given the orders to bring you back from Sackment Island. What the hell were you doing there?"

"I don't know," said Ramiles. "I don't know anything anynore. Is the Ki ng dead too?" 

"No. He rode into Migifa last night with the foreigner," said Lerion, looking a little askance. He wasn't sure he should say what he felt about the King's escape right then.

"WeIl, let's thank God that he's alive," said Raniles without much conviction in his voice.

"There's more," said Lerion. "Our father thinks be was betrayed. The King of Ingistat was supposed to be fighting way to the north, but he wasn't. There bave been executions. As soon as he got back," Lerion said, a little hesitantly.

"What? Who?" said Ramiles, staring over at him.

Lerion went througb a list of some senior figures in the government of Eurania, including some bigh ranking members of the Royal Family, relatives of both Lerion and Ramiles. The latter found it bard to believe what he was bearing. Almost all the high command of what was left of the army were dead. He and Lerion just looked at each other for a moment or two.

"They wouldn't betray our family. They wouldn't betray the King," said Ramiles in disbelief.

"Someone might have," said Lerion. "There are enough people in Eurania who think Oroc is the Hidden One."

"I can't believe the King would have had them killed just like that," said Ramiles.

"I was glad I was just a centurion," said Lerion.

"I don't feel as if I've any rigbt to be alive," said Ramiles bleakly, looking away and shaking his bead. "I sbould bave been killed yesterday. I sbould have died with my friends at Gordinel."

"I'll have some wine brought," said Lerion. He went to the door then and shouted for wine and some glasses. "Let's celebrate life while we can. The King of Ingistat will be planning to shorten it for both of us come the autumn and the campaign season."

Ramiles went over for the flagon of wine beside his bed and put it on the table. Lerion sat across from him and Ramiles poured him a drink, but didn't feel like a drink himself.

"I wonder if he's all the say he is," said Lerion.

"Who? Oroc?" said Ramiles.

Just then the attendant came hurrying in with more wine and glasses. "Of course, the King of Ingistat is a carnivorous, wild beast. An idolator, a blasphemer, a necromancer," said Lerion flatly. Then he just stopped and waited till the attendant closed the door behind him. "Don't you ever get fed up worrying about spies, about slips of the tongue, about saying something you might get your head chopped off for?" said Lerion, seeming to be suddenly rather relaxed now that he was sitting with a drink in his hand.

"If you think right, you'll talk right," said Ramiles, looking at Lerion quite closely then. Lerion had been drinking already though Ramiles hadn't noticed before. He was surprised at that.

"But you should be able to talk to family members and give an honest opinion," said Lerion.

"What about? Oroc, for instance," said Ramiles.

"Yes, Oroc. Now, I'm not saying he's immortal, or the Hidden One, or any of that nonsense... am I?" said Lerion, almost smiling.

"I don't know," said Ramiles. "Are you?"

"Perhaps people should keep their true religious beliefs to themselves," said Lerion.

"I never doubted my father until..." said Ramiles, trailing off and looking away.

"At least, Oroc leads from the front," said Lerion, stabbing his finger in the air. "Not from the rear like sane I could mention."

"You should watch your tongue, Lerion," said Ramiles quietly. "We both should."

"He should have kept the peace, that's all I'm saying. We should have supported Oroc against the Juremi. It's as simple as that," said Lerion gruffly.

"Maybe it's not that simple, Lerion," said Ramiles. "Oroc's been uniting the Iraban. We're Iraban. He might have come after us sometime."

"He would have made a deal!" said Lerion, becoming more animated. "Even if he is who he says he is, he would have made a deal. We should have kept the peace with Oroc, Ramiles. Attacking him was idiotic. He's a military genius for one thing! And he will not make a peace with King Zergon now, not after a betrayal like that!"

"I suppose he will attack us now," said Ramiles, listlessly.

"Of course, he will! In the autumn or just before the winter. What do you think our Holy Father will do now, eh? He'll bring in foreigners. Idolators! Mercenaries! A lot of people will find that hard to stomache, Ramiles. Unbelievers coming to protect our King and The Factory from other Iraban. There are some members of our family who won't like that at all!"

"There's a foreigner among us already," said Ramiles, anxious to get off the subject of politics. "What do you make of this man Gilmar?"

"He barely opened his mouth all the way to the island," said Lerion. " Yes, he's a close one alright. He'll take sane watching."

It was late afternoon when the galley pulled into the harbour at Migifa. Sailing ships of all kinds filled the bay and jostled for position on the dockside by the foreign enclave, an area of the waterfront guarded and sealed to keep the idolators apart from ordinary Iraban. Men were still working there, but there didn't seem to be many people around at the part of the harbour where the galley tied up.

Horses were waiting for Gilmar, Lerion and Ramiles, and they rode slowly along the wide esplanade, then up the narrow streets towards the Palace. An oppressive, eerie quietness hung over everything and everyone.

Normally, the streets would fill with strollers for a while after the sun went down, but the streets were almost deserted. Shop fronts were shuttered and the city seemed to have closed up and sank into mourning.

The Palace was worse. The guards who took the horses at the east gate did so without saying a word. People in the outer courtyards scurried away before them, or looked down at they passed by. The sound of grief burdened women wailing in far off places filled the air. A centurion of the Royal Guard acknowledged them nervously at the inner gate, and they waited there for a time until a chamberlain appeared. Then they were led round the huge open square at the centre of the complex and onto the King's apartments, which looked onto one side of the square. Some of the white robed orphans stared on them coldy from beneath the colonnade which went round three sides of the place.

Ramiles noticed Lerion begin to stiffen with apprehension as they went up the broad steps and through the arches into the King's private domain. There were no Royal Guardsmen here, but lots of young men in white robes. They seemed idly to hang around, clustering here and there, especially near the audience chamber.

In the adjoining room, their guide left them. There were no seats. Translucent veils and purple curtains hung from the high ceilings all the way down to the ground, covering exits, entrances, and the marble walls. The only light came from lamps in brackets. The atmosphere wasn't designed to soothe those who had to wait here. But they didn't have to wait for long. Another chamberlain appeared from behind a curtain and beckoned for Lerion to follow on. Anyone could see the centurion was trying to shake off his fear as he left Ramiles and Gilmar behind.

"Alone again at last," said Gilmar quietly. "You seem preoccupied," he said.

"I've a lot to think about," Ramiles replied without looking round.

"Would it be alright if I came to see you sometime?" asked Gilmar. "Perhaps when you've had a chance to rest properly and get over your ordeal?"

"What do you want to see me for?" asked Ramiles. He still didn't turn round.

"I might be able to help you."

Ramiles did turn round then. "I don't need your help," he said. "I don't want you creeping around me. Die and go to hell, foreigner, for all I care." Ramiles turned away again then.

Gilmar shrugged and sat on the floor crosslegged, his back against one of the curtains. He focused on a point on the wall opposite him and ignored Ramiles who paced this way and that, restlessly up and down. It seemed to Ramiles as if he'd been there forever when a chamberlain stepped out from behind a curtain.

"His majesty will see you now, Prince Ramiles, " he said.

-------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER FIVE

Lerion couldn't help but tremble a little as he walked with head bowed towards the throne of his father, King Zergon the Great. Like Ramiles, Lerion had never spoken to his father directly and he felt afraid, and a little guilty being in his presence. To many Euranians, the holy person of the King was as good as divine, but Lerion hadn't thought like that for a long time. Though it was dangerous to talk about such things, stories that King Oroc was the Hidden One had been circulating in Migifa for some time and Lerion was far from discounting them out of hand.

That's why he felt guilty as he walked with head bowed towards the throne. He felt afraid because anyone who valued their life would feel afraid confronting such untrammelled power. Zergon's rages were legendary, his retribution swift. Lerion felt his legs begin to shake when he stopped, his head still bowed, on reaching the bottom step of the dais. He knew his father would be up there looking down at him. The tremble in his knees grew worse. His mouth was dry. He waited an age, it seemed.

"Raise your head," the King said in a voice which neither thundered nor boomed. It seemed quite soft yet pitched in a way that filled the space all around.

Lerion slowly raised his head until he could see the King, who was sitting on his throne, looking over at him. The King didn't issue any other commands, but sat there and took his time. He scrutinised Lerion's face quite carefully. Lerion felt his cheeks grow hot and flushed and was unable to look at his father directly, his eyes straying here and there around the King's knees.

"Tell me what you saw and heard, and what you did," said the King finally.

In a voice, which he managed somehow to keep steady, Lerion told the King all that he knew about what had happened on the island, about how Prince Ramiles had seemed to him, and about how Gilmar had behaved. The King occasionally prompted him with questions, but didn't say much else until Lerion had nothing left to say. Lerion looked down at his father's feet during another short silence.

"You have done well," the King remarked. "You have a fine memory for detail. I've had encouraging reports about you for many years, Lerion. They say you're bright. They say you're a good soldier, that your men are almost the best in the Guard," said the King. He might have said they were almost as well trained as those under Prince Ramiles, but he didn't. "Are you happy with your current position?"

"I'm happy to serve your majesty in any position, your majesty," he said, feeling his face grow hot again.

"But I hear that you drink," said the King.

"Not to excess," Lerion stammered.

"I was reminded recently of a family member who drank too much. People who drink too much sometimes talk too much. Can you stop?" asked the King.

"Yes, if it pleases your majesty."

"Then stop."

Lerion was wanting desperately to be dismissed. He had no inkling of what this conversation was for or what it was leading to. And he felt mare than afraid now because he'd lied. He did drink to excess, quite often. He felt that the King would somehow know that. It made him cringe in his boots. He wanted to get out of that audience chamber as quick as he could, but the King wasn't saying anything right then.

"I'm promoting you, Lerion," the King said finally. "As of this moment, you are the Commander of the Royal Guard." Lerion felt his head jerk back in surprise and wondered if he'd really heard that. He was only thirty. The Commander of the Royal Guard had the top job in the army with seniority over all the other commanders. He couldn't believe he'd heard right.

"What?" he said, staring up at the King.

"You heard me," said the King. "Move to the appropriate quarters in the Outer Palace. Your uncle won't be needing them anymore. He was beheaded this morning for treason. Don't make the same mistake, Lerion. I hear the executioner's axe is not very sharp." 

There was a pause then for a few moments. Lerion was still trying to take it in.

"Well?" said the King. "Have you nothing to say?"

"I just wasn't expecting to be honoured like this, your majesty," Lerion managed to say. "I mean, I'm only a humble centurion. There are three thousand Royal Guardsmen."

"There were," said the King. "The first thing I want you to do is make up the numbers. Take your pick from the rest of the army. Only the best, the most devout, the most loyal. You'll have plenty to do. Start doing it." Right then the King clapped his hands and one of the attendants in the white robes appeared from behind a curtain. "Don't take him out the way he came in," the King said to this man. "Then show in Prince Ramiles."

The King watched Ramiles approach the dais and tried to quell the anger which rose inside him. Ramiles was taller than Lerion and broader across the shoulders. The dark outer robe he wore almost touched the carpet, but he would have seemed to glide over it anyway. Zergon felt more than irritated by his natural animal grace. None of those numbered among this children looked quite as good as this. None of them had built a reputation in the Royal Guard to compare with his, despite his youth. The King drummed his fingers in annoyance, but was determined not to lose his temper though Ramiles head could hardly be described as hanging. It was barely bowed as if Ramiles was merely looking at the ground some distance in front of him. The King left him standing in front of the dais for an age.

"Raise your head," he said finally.

Ramiles looked towards the throne with a steady, unperturbed gaze. He did not seem afraid or in any way intimidated. He was looking as much as being looked at. The King appeared to sigh.

"I hear you started an insurrection on Sackment Island and beheaded the commandant," said the King.

"He wanted me to suffer, father," said Ramiles. "I delighted in his death, but I'm sorry for it now. Many brave men died needlessly because of me. I should have waited. I should have had faith. I should have known you wouldn't leave me in that place. I should have accepted your will."

"Do you think I wanted you to be there?" asked the King, as if amazed.

"I saw the order which you signed, father."

"Do you think I'd send you to a place like that? One of my own children?" said the King.

Ramiles remembered what Lerion had told him about some of his uncles being executed and said nothing.

"Well?" said the King.

"I'm sure you don't know what it's like there, father," Ramiles said simply.

"I probably did sign the order. I signed floods of them before the army marched. I hadn't time to read them all. Someone wanted you out of the way, Ramiles. I hope the culprit has been dealt with."

"Why should anyone want me out of the way?" asked Ramiles. "I don't have any enemies that I know of."

"Maybe that was your problem," said the King. "You were perhaps too popular with the Royal Guardsmen for your own good. Well, never mind. You'll be even more popular now after what you've done. The rabble hate Sackment Island. The commandant's cruelty was legendary. They'll love you for killing him."

"He was a sadist, father."

"Call me your majesty!" the King bawled out, quite suddenly in a rage. Ramiles lowered his eyes.

"He was a sadist, your majesty," he said evenly. "I'm sure you cannot know how bad that place is. If you did, I know you'd do something about the conditions there."

"If I could make them worse, I would," said the King. Then he was quiet for a few moments. "For thirty years I have ensured order in this country. Sackment Island has an important function in maintaining that order. The commandant was perfect for his job. It was a pity you killed him. How will I ever find anyone as ugly as that again?"

The cruelty of the King seemed to shine out of the words. Ever since he'd been taken to Sackment Island, Ramiles had been tottering on the edge of rejecting ideas he'd never once doubted. Now he felt them simply flow away from him. Nothing was true that he'd ever been told about this man, his father. It had all been lies. The shock of it being brought home like this almost made him dizzy on his feet. It seemed as if all the beliefs he'd had were simply crumbling away before him. His father wasn't ideal. He wasn't godlike. He wasn't even good. He didn't care about how people suffered on Sackment Island, about the cruelty and degradation. All he was concerned about was himself.

"How do you feel?" the King asked.

"I feel confused," Ramiles managed to say after a second or two. "I feel that I should be dead, that I have no right to be alive. I left behind me men who cried out for death. I wish I was there now. I don't want to leave them like that."

"Put them out of your mind," said the King. "They're scum. In a few days you'll have forgotten all about them. I have special plans for you. I want you to be well. I want you to stay in the Inner Palace for a while, until you have recovered from your ordeals. And don't look so unhappy. You're a hero. You should show us your flashing, smiling teeth."

"I will try to be happy for your majesty," said Ramiles quite formally.

"Provision has been made for you." The King clapped his hands then, the sound reverberating across the wide spaces. An attendant appeared. "Have someone take Prince Ramiles to his quarters. Then have the foreigner sent in."

Gilmar walked towards the throne with his head bowed, as he'd been instructed this time. When the King told him to raise it, he raised it and smiled. The King sighed.

"I'll really have to have your head chopped off," said the King.

"I don't think I've done anything to warrant that," said Gilmar, somewhat taken aback.

"You smiled. People don't smile when I tell them to raise their heads. It's just not done," said the King.

"Then I won't smile the next time," said Gilmar.

"And you're an atheist. If you believed in the book the Juremi use, or the book that came after that, well, we could live with that, but... "

"But I've been converted," said Gilmar, smiling again.

"You shouldn't profess to believe in what you don't," said the King.

"I believe in not upsetting people," said Gilmar. "I'll worship in whatever way happens to be the fashion wherever I am. It's all the one God after all, isn't it? You say I'm an atheist, but perhaps my God is just a little less defined than yours."

"We don't normally allow heathens in Migifa. Do you believe that I'm the infallible interpreter of God's word?" asked the King, the hint of a smile playing on his lips.

"Since you've already told me you don't make decisions on God's word either way, then you must be," said Gilmar. He smiled again. The King smiled back.

"You've forgotten that you don't really like me," said the King quietly. He wasn't smiling then. Neither was Gilmar. "But it doesn't matter." The King then clapped his hands and told the attendant to bring a chair. "Sit down," he said to Gilmar. "I've had enough heads cut off for one day. Tell me, monk, what do you think of Prince Ramiles?"

"He seems most arrogant and contemptuous. Also, he seemed bigoted against foreigners to the point of zenophobia. I always find that incredibly stupid in a person," said Gilmar.

"That's the way he was brought up," said the King. "Can I assume he was unpleasant to you?"

"He told me to die and go to hell," said Gilmar. The King laughed.

"Unfortunately, it doesn't have quite the same ring to it if you don't believe in hell." Then the King laughed long and hard. It was the thought of Gilmar travelling all that way to be told that. "Oh yes, I'm a jolly old tyrant. I am, I am," he said, wiping the tears of laughter off his cheek. "So what are you going to do with him now that you've found him?" asked the King.

"Nothing," said Gilmar. "That's it finished. I was told to find him and I've found him. If he won't even speak to me, what can I do for him?"

"Will you be going back home then?" the King asked.

"I'd like to look for a book in your library first," said Gilmar.

"It's an old library, but it has a great many books in it." said the King. "You'd have trouble finding anything in there."

"I know something about libraries," said Gilmar. "I worked in the monastery library for several years."

"Even so," said the King, "it's not as easy a request to grant as you might think.

"Why not?" said Gilmar.

"I keep it locked," said the King.

"Even to scholars?" asked Gilmar.

"Especially to scholars. For several generations people in this kingdom have only been told what's good for them. All the information people receive is controlled. Not all of it is true," said the King.

"Why do you do that?" said Gilmar.

"Because things work better that way. If people think the caste system is ordained by God, for example, they'll accept it. This country has always been run by a kind of military aristocrasy, but now there's a priestly caste as well. Nearly every aspect of life has a priest watching over it. They're my intelligence system, the mould in the cheese," he said. "They've only been there for fifty years or so, but some people think they've always been there. In another twenty years it'll be accepted that they've been there forever. So you see, if I allowed people to run around in my library, they might find out things that weren't good for them."

"But if I found out something I shouldn't, I wouldn't tell anyone," said Gilmar.

"You might not be able to. It isn't particularly healthy to speak to foreigners around here."

"Well then, what's the problem?" said Gilmar. "You've nothing to lose. You might have something to gain. If I find this book of prophecy, I'll tell you what it says. You might gain advantage from it. Then I'll go home."

"We Iraban believe the future is mapped out for us. What will be, will be. Do you believe that?" asked the King.

"No," said Gilmar. "I don't believe in believing things. But the people where I live believe you can change your fate by your behaviour. There is no ultimate certainty for them."

"Then this book of prophesy won't be much use, will it?" said the King.

"We won't know if I don't get a chance to read it," said Gilmar.

The King didn't say anything for a moment. "Alright," he said finally. "What is there to lose? I'll have permission drafted for you to use the library. But foreigners aren't usually allowed to live among us. I'll want to know where you're staying."

"I don't know yet," said Gilmar.

"I'll have one of my orphans take you down to the Small Market and have you installed in an inn there." The King quietly looked Gilmar over for a moment or two. "I ask myself why I like you," he said. "I don't know you. You came from Ingistat. You could be a spy. You could be anything."

"Perhaps you find my simplicity attractive," said Gilmar.

The King sort of smiled. "Whoever catches you will have to get up early in the morning, monk. But you might not be able to find the book. It won't be easy."

"I found Ramiles, didn't I," said Gilmar.

"Find the book and tell me what it says," said the King. "Then get out of the country. Your head won't stay on your shoulders forever around here, monk."

The King sat alone in his audience chamber for some time after Gilmar had left, brooding over the problems he faced and the solutions he could find for them. He weighed up what was good in the situation against what was bad. It was good to still be alive and it was good to still be the King. It was bad for him to have lost half his army, but the people who might have turned against him or profited from this misfortune had been dealt with.

Purging the higher reaches of power might not be conducive to good government, but the surge of fear brought on by the randomness of the killings would certainly make potential traitors think twice. He couldn't convince himself that he felt at all secure after the disaster on the Gordinel Plain, but the purge made him feel more secure than anyone else he had to deal with.

He'd managed the first stage of the crisis. He'd returned to his capital and tightened his grip. Ambassadors had been dispatched. He'd seen everyone he had to see and executed all those he had to worry about, at least at home. And Ramiles had been brought back from Sackment Island. Little did that young man realise how important a tool he could be against the King of Ingistat.

Suddenly, the King felt very weary and knew he had not yet recovered from the journey back to Migifa. He wanted to forget about affairs of state for a while. He knew he'd spend the night in his seraglio, but be wasn't sure what he’d do there. The choice, of course, was practically limitless.

King Zergon had a great many wives. Held taken at least one wife from every major family in Eurania. They never left the Inner Palace once admitted, but were there for breeding more than pleasure. A woman, who lived in the small square down by the east gate, produced a mixture which made them ovulate. Normally, he didn't have to mount them more than once or twice to produce a child. Procreation was a duty he took seriously. Sons outnumbered daughters. He usually slept with his wives often enough to produce a daughter. They kept the daughters. He took the sons.

Zergon was not a man to waste much seed. When he felt like wasting some, he didn't do it with his wives. He always tried to appear well mannered and respectful with them. His wives were there because of politics. The same could not be said of his concubines. They knew more of the real man, the one beneath the manners, the one who treated them like slaves.

They were there for his pleasure even when what pleased him might seem a little extreme. The woman who produced the herbal mixtures provided stimulants which kept him awake, and made him attentive, and cruel, and obsessive. He didn't doubt that they deranged him sometimes, but he was a man who'd had everything, a man whose appetites occasionally reached out to the exotic.

But it wasn't a night for that. He wanted to be pampered, massaged, and lain down to sleep amid soft lights and gentle, young bodies. But before he left the audience chamber, he thought again of the herbalist. He couldn't remember her name. He'd seen her going round the palace in a veil. It was sensible everywhere these days to have one's face covered outdoors, but it wasn't necessary for women to have their faces covered when they were away from the sun. His people weren't forced to live strictly by the book. They could drink and whore as much as they liked.

 He wondered why she dressed so modestly. In her line of business it seemed unlikely that she would be overly religious. Maybe she was very beautiful and didn't want him to look at her. King Zergon smiled a little cruelly. He was the King. He could look at any woman he liked.

-----------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER SIX

Ramiles found himself in an unfamiliar and frightening part of the city. It was kind of place where it seemed that nobody really belonged, the street wide and dirty, and empty apart from shadowy figures hanging around in doorways. It was daytime, but nobody was protected from the sun by cloaks, hoods, or veils. This didn't strike him as odd at the time. He could smell the ocean, but couldn't see it yet. He wanted off the street and was gritting his teeth, tense and worried, his anxiety worsening because Tetra, who was by his side, seemed oblivious to the dangers.

An ugly, bulky woman dressed in raggedy, dirty clothes sidled out of a doorway in front of them, let them pass, then walked along just behind his shoulder. She smelt of urine and seemed to be offering him some kind of sexual service, but when he stared at her mouth, at the brown stumps of teeth, he couldn't hear her speak. Maybe she was mentally defective. He walked on, much faster now and left her in his wake. Other people began to move out of the shadows of doorways before them and after them, and he steeled himself to the threat, staring hard and waiting for the violence to suddenly break out all around him. But Tetra was laughing and carefree and telling him not to worry so.

They hurried down some narrow stairs between tall, empty buildings and he could see the ocean then. There was a promenade and a sea wall fenced off from the beach by iron railings, and a small outdoor cafe with some tables in front. She stood at the counter and ordered them coffee. Five or six men, who were sitting singly at the tables, turned and stared at them. As one man, they looked at him, then they looked at her. Their faces seemed oddly familiar though flattened somehow and full of expression without having any kind of expression at all. They stared. He could feel the hate for him and the lust for her.

As if coordinated by some unseen force, the men at the tables stood up simultaneously and approached him slowly. They came closer and closer and he backed off towards Tetra who was looking the other way and laughing at something with the man behind the counter. They looked at him and they looked at her. He felt very frightened. One of the men seemed to say something to him, but he couldn't hear any sounds.

There was a large pot bellied bottle with a long stem on the table near his right hand. They slowly drew in closer and closer till they could have reached out and touched him easily. He grabbed the bottle and smashed it over one of their heads, then thrust the long jagged stem into the throat of another, twisting it. The face contorted and the eyes bulged out at him, but no one else seemed to be moving.

Then Tetra was running scared in front of him. He rushed after her round a corner. Between two buildings higher than any he'd ever seen, ladders and scaffolding stretched up and disappeared behind a tarpaulin. She was climbing above him and they was frantically fleeing from the five or six men who were climbing below them. When he reached the top of the last ladder, he saw her running away over the flat rooftop. He turned and turned back and she'd disappeared. Then the head of one of the men appeared at the top of the ladder and Ramiles picked up a sword which was lying there. He started to push the sword into the mouth of this man and down his throat. The man was biting it into pieces and gnashing and gurgling up its length like a mad dog, still climbing till he was over the rim. Then he turned and rolled and jerked and yellow mucus and vomit came pouring out of his mouth.

Then they were down at the promenade again. She was laughing at him and telling him not to worry as he looked around for any means of escape at all. An open carriage, drawn by four black horses, came along. He hailed it and they sat up with the driver. The wind was blowing in her hair. She was so happy. The wheatlands and the sunshine, pleasant and soft in a way it never was anymore, stretched out before them. They were leaving the city and he felt relief like held never felt it before. It flooded his whole being.

Then he looked over his shoulder and the five or six men were sitting in the carriage behind him. They were just sitting there in a row, and staring, but he now recognised them as the guards he'd killed on Sackment Island. Then the driver turned his head and the side which he couldn't see before was a mass of billowing, yellow, spongy flesh.

Then the commandant looked ahead and his face seemed normal from that side, and he kind of chuckled. The carriage wasn't taking them out of Migifa after all. They were heading back to the promenade, away from the daylight and into the darkness.

Then they were on the promenade once more, and there was the cafe. He and Tetra were waiting to buy some coffee. It was pleasant and breezy down by the sea that evening, and a lot of people were around, most of them boisterous, all of them males. He had his back to Tetra and was keeping his eye on the five or six men who were sitting at the tables when someone asked him if he'd like to join in a gang bang in a room at the back of the cafe.

He looked around for Tetra, but couldn't see her anywhere. Frantically, he raced round the counter and found himself in a corridor. There was always the noise of people shouting, whooping and yelling ahead of him as he ran and ran along corridor after corridor, up and down flights of stairs. Suddenly, he reached the room and saw a crowd of men surrounding the bed, jumping up and craning their necks to see. He couldn't tell who was on the bed, but he knew who it was. One of the men he'd killed turned round and handed him a baby they'd just ripped from her belly. The head was too large for such as a small body and he looked passed the mask of dripping blood and saw his own dead face.

He was screaming out in his sleep when the attendant, who'd been sitting outside in the corridor, shook his shoulder and wakened him. His body was bathed in sweat. The bed had been too soft for him, so he'd lain on the floor covered with a blanket. The attendant was leaning over and reassuring him, then he went away and left him alone. 

Ramiles lay on top of the bed, but the nightmare put him off the idea of trying to sleep anymore. He went out into the corridor and started walking. The attendant, one of the white robed orphans, got out of his seat and followed on a pace or so behind. Ramiles stopped. The attendant stopped.

"Why are you following me?" said Ramiles.

"I have my orders," said the attendant, looking a little embarrassed. He didn't look much younger than Ramiles.

"What are your orders?" asked Ramiles.

"My orders are to guard the door of your apartments and to follow you if you leave them," said the young !Dan.

"What if I want to leave the Palace?" asked Ramiles. "What if I want to go and see someone?"

"I'm afraid you won't be allowed to leave the Inner Palace," said the attendant. "You're not to be allowed through the gate without the express permission of the King."

"Who gave you these orders?" asked Ramiles quietly.

"Our orders come from the King," said the young man.

Ramiles walked back up the corridor and the attendant followed on a pace or so behind. He waited outside when Ramiles went back through the door. And Ramiles knew he wasn't free. He wasn't on Sackment Island anymore, but he was still a prisoner. He walked over to the window.

There was a gauze curtain blowing softly in the night breeze. Behind it was a tall slender opening, an arch going to a point at the top. He was on the fourth floor of the north side of the Inner Palace and he could see over the top of the Outer Palace to the city beyond. And there was the sea, and the coast and the land bathed in moonlight. And he wondered if he'd ever been free, wondered if he'd ever made a free choice.

All his life he'd believed everything they told him about his holy father. Maybe he wanted to believe. Certainties made life easier and he was sorry in a way that he'd lost them now. He didn't want to have to think for himself. Just a short while before, life had seemed so simple. In the Royal Guard there was unquestioning devotion and loyalty.

He would have gladly died for his father on the Plain of Gordinel. But he didn't want to die for him anymore. He didn't know why he’d been sent to Sandwich Island and he didn't know what the King was going to do with him next. But he knew he didn't trusted his father.

He leaned out the window and saw that the window sill formed part of a ledge which ran along the length of the building. His room was in the middle of the north side and he could see how the ledge circled the bulge at the end of the wall. The bulge contained a spiral staircase which led up to a minaret and down to an Outer Palace courtyard. Below the ledge on that circular wall was a small window. The ledge was only nine inches wide. Anyone falling from that height was almost certain to die.

He knew it would take a very stupid or a very desperate person

to try to escape along that ledge. Even if such a person were to get to the end without falling, it wasn't clear how they could continue round the bulge down the side of the minaret. There didn't look to be an easy way down to the window below the ledge there either. But he felt as if he had to go along that ledge, the way some people have an almost irresistible urge to jump when they stand at the edge of a cliff. Maybe he just wanted to give death one more chance, or he was tempting fate, or just trying to terrify himself. He wasn't sure why he did it, but he climbed onto the ledge, and faced the wall, and began to inch his way along with his arms stretched out on either side.

It didn't feel safe to take a deep breath. The surface of the building was covered with white porcelain tiles on which faint, dark red symmetrical patterns were etched. He stared at the patterns as they passed close to his face and concentrated on them at the expense of everything else. He didn't want to think about the ledge giving way or the terrifyingly long moments it would take to fall to the hard, hard ground far below. 

He stared at the surface of the tiles and felt the texture with his hands, and moved along bit by bit. Sweat began to run down from his hairline. For a moment he was very frightened of sneezing, then managed to blank that and everything else out by concentrating on what was in front of his eyes.

He came to a window. Of course, there would be windows. He hadn't been able to see the openings from his.  It was dark inside. He passed across it, and moved on. There were more windows, all dark inside. He kept moving till he reached the end and came to the part where the flat wall stopped. He froze there immobilised and unable to imagine how he could continue on the ledge as it abruptly went into the curve. Then he thought he'd have to step into empty space and reach across the gap.

He'd have to rest the weight on one leg and stretch out the other, then somehow manage to get both of them onto the ledge at the other side. It didn't seem likely, but he told himself it was possible. He just didn't think he could do it. But he told himself he could do it if he didn't think about how dangerous it was. He'd come too far to go back now. His feet were some distance apart. He brought them together and performed the manoeuvre in his mind several times, imagining the way his weight would balance and the way he'd have to move. It was just a simple movement. One foot then the next foot crossing the space and joining on the other side. Concentrate on the movement, he told himself.

A fluid, continuous movement. Then he took a breath and moved. His right foot made it across, but he knew immediately that his left foot wouldn't be able to follow. He leant into what little space there was in front of him, and tried to cling, arms outstretched and pressing on either side, to the shiny surface of the walls. Then he felt completely terrified. He was stuck. And he knew then that when he fell to the ground, he would blank out in an explosion of agony. He wasn't going to heaven and he wasn't going to hell. He was simply going to stop being. At that instant, he realised what he really believed in and he began to panic. Nothingness beckoned and the terror began to freeze him.

Suddenly, he jumped back with both feet and began to fall, catching himself on the ledge with his forearms. Then he swung his left arm across and gripped the ledge with his hand. Then he moved his other hand down and was hanging by the fingertips of both hands. He inched along till he felt the gap where the window began just below his neck.

His legs could swing into the space. And he began to swing in and out until he thought he might have enough momentum to let go. And he let go, and twisted in the air, landing with both hands below him on the window sill. Then he fell back onto the dark stairs.

In the shaft of moonlight, which poured through the narrow window frame, he sat on the stairway, and wept uncontrollably, trembling and shivering and shaking. He didn't try to pull himself out of it. He didn't even tell himself he could if he wanted to. He was being overcome by a maelstrom of emotion and when it finally abated, he didn't feel like quite the same person anymore. He told himself he was new, brand new. He told himself he could shake the old self off and start again.

Most of the spiral staircase was completely dark as he inched his way down the steps, feeling the wall and waiting for the next shaft of moonlight. There was no one in the courtyard when he reached the bottom. He'd had a room in the Outer Palace since becoming a centurion and he knew the layout well. Servants quarters looked onto this courtyard and he hurried on through it and into the next, and into the one after that.

 The Outer Palace was really like a small town with its own shops, and baths, and coffee houses. But no one was around when he passed through it and reached the last courtyard before the high wall which separated the Palace from the city beyond.

He just walked straight out through the small gate beside the bigger one. The guard in the sentry box jumped with surprise, but didn't hail him, or try to stop him in any way. He was there to accost people trying to get in, not leave, and allowed Ramiles to go on his way down the cobbles unimpeded. The street was narrow, the tenement buildings high on either side. Washing hung on pulleys between the buildings and off the balconies, and fluttered in the cooling night breeze. Ramiles continued on the narrow pavement and followed the bends which took the street downhill, until suddenly the road levelled and bellied out into a small market square.

The only sound on the night air seemed to be water lapping in the small fountain which sat in the middle of the square. He didn't want to be seen here and didn't cross the square, but went warily round the outside. Then he stopped at a shopfront and looked around. Everything seemed the way it should in the middle of the night. It was quiet and looked peaceful. He ducked into the doorway beside the shopfront and inched his way up the dark stairs. On the first landing, there was a door. He knocked on it lightly and waited, then hit it harder, and waited again. And he did that again and again.

"Who is it?" someone finally said.

"It's Ramiles, " he replied.

The door opened and Tetra was standing there holding a lantern. Her face in that soft light looked very beautiful to him.

"I thought they'd killed you," she said. Then she moved forward a pace and reached up to gently touch his cheek as if to make sure it was really him. He didn't move, just stood there looking down at her face. She flattened her hand against his cheek and seemed for a moment very sad.

"What have they done to you?" she said. "What have they done to you?"

                -------------------------------------------

                                 CHAPTER SEVEN

He followed her down the hall and into a room on the left. He stood in the doorway and she went forward to place the lantern on a small, round table which sat before the wall with the windows. The windows were shuttered. The walls were lined with shelves containing storage vessels of all shapes and sizes. There were tiny boxes, and rather large earthern urns, and pot bellied bottles with long stems for necks.

 He stood there and remembered the room as she went around and quickly lit candles in lanterns hanging from the walls. Then she put wood in the stave and lifted a large metal pot filled with water an tap of it. Then she came aver to the doorway and took him by the hands, and led him aver to the big, square bed.

"Came and sit over here," she said. "And tell me what has happened to you."

He looked at her in the soft light. She was wearing a silken wrap. Masses of thick black hair hung in a hank aver one shoulder. Her skin was dark, like her eyes. She had finely defined lips and a long nose. She must have been at least five years alder than him. He just looked at her for a moment or two.

"What happened to your face?" she asked, gently stroking dawn the length of his nose. "Were you hurt in the battle?"

"No," he said. "I was abducted shortly after I left here and taken to Sackment Island."

"What?" she said. "What for?"

"I don't know," he said. "No one told me. My father had me brought back today."

"From Sackment Island?" she said, surprised again. "Who is your father?"

"The King," he replied.

She thought about this for a moment or two and seemed to grow more than sombre. A dark shadow crossed her face.

"I'm sorry," he said.

"What for?" she asked.

"For my father being the King."

"Maybe you couldn't help it," she said, and smiled and stroked his cheek. "Is it as bad as they say it is? Sackment Island?" she asked.

"It's worse than you can imagine," he said. "I wouldn't send a dog to die there."

Then she asked and he told her something, but not a lot, about what had happened on the island. He just wanted to tell her how much he'd longed for her and how he thought he'd lost her forever.

"Would you like to make love?" she said.

"I'm not sure if that would be a good idea," he replied. "There still seems to be a lot of aggression in me. I thought a little while ago that it had all gone away, but it hasn't. It was talking about the penal colony. It makes me feel numb and angry at the same time. But sometimes it feels as if all the feeling has been drained out of me," he said. "I don't know."

"You feel so tense," she said, squeezing the fingers of one hand into where the neck and shoulder muscles joined. Then she seemed to make up her mind about something. "I'm going to make you feel a lot better," she said. "But you must promise to do only as you're told. I'm going to try and heal you?"

"Can you heal me?" he said.

"Just trust me."

She stood up then and took her wrap off. She wasn't wearing anything underneath. "It's better if you don't look," she said. He hadn't reacted at all when she'd removed the wrap, but he turned his head away now. She went to the drawer and brought back a silk scarf which she tied round his eyes. He stood quietly while she took his clothes off.

"You must be dead," she said. "I don't want you to be able to move. Can you sit in a full lotus?"

"What's that?" he asked.

She guided him down to the floor and he sat with his back against the edge of the bed. Then she wrapped his legs so that each foot rested on the opposite thigh. He'd spent a lot of time in his life sitting crosslegged on floors and it didn't seem much of a strain at all. But she'd put the bottom half of his body into a lock so that he couldn't easily move his hips.

"I don't want you to move," she said. "I don't want you to think of anything. I don't even want you to think of me. I just want you to feel."

Then she was doing something to him with her fingers and mouth which made him quickly erect. Then she lowered herself onto him and clamped her hands over his ears so that he could only hear the accentuated sound of his own breathing. She rocked for a moment ever so slightly, then just held him inside her with a rhythmic, sucking motion.

He heard his breath shorten, then tried not to listen to even that. Everything was sensation. He was going to come. He was going to come. He was going...

"What do you want most in the world?" he heard her say. She'd uncovered his ears. Suddenly, there was the sound of heavy breathing all around.

"I want to be King! I want to be King!" he shouted out.

Then all he could hear was his own breath once more. Then there was tension, release, and a grunt as the energy rolled up his spine in a rollercoaster wave. Then she was off him, and he could hear again, and she was gently laughing. She had her wrap back on when she took off the blindfold. She was smiling at him.

"I bet no one's ever done that to you before," she said, looking very pleased with herself.

"I don't really want to be King," he said.

"Don't all princes want to be kings? Maybe you didn't realise."

"No, I don't want to be King," he said, looking puzzled.

"Well, how would you like to be an inch taller?" she asked, still smiling.

The room was warm then from the wood burning in the stove. The floor at the bottom of the bed was laid with large square slabs of slate. She rolled the carpet up and got him to lie face down on a mat. Then she poured oil onto his back and began to stretch all the muscles down the sides of his spine, pushing away with the edge of her foot. And she did the same to his arms and legs. Then she rubbed something into the sores around his ankles and turned him over.

"You're a very beautiful young man," she said.

Then she did the same kind of massage on his front. When all his muscles seemed so totally relaxed they just seemed to be hanging off his bones, she performed a sex act on his with her lips and tongue. Then she stretched him on both sides once again. After that, she scrapped all the oil off his body with a kind of wooden knife and washed him with soap and warm water. Then she wrapped him up in a cotton sheet and told him to lie down on the bed. He fell into a beautiful, long, dreamless deep sleep. When he wakened up, she wasn't there.

He didn't know what to do. For a while he wandered about the room and looked at her shelves. He hadn't paid much attention when he'd spent the night there the time before. Some of the bottles and other containers were marked and some of then weren't. There were roots and herbs, but most of the mixtures there had names he'd never heard of. He wondered if she was an alchemist or a sorcerer, or any of the other things people said she was. He knew she kept a shop downstairs and sold clothes, but he didn't know much else about her at all. He didn't know where she'd gone or when she’d be back, and decided to go down into the street and wait for her there.

He'd been wearing a pair of baggy trousers and a tunic top when he'd left the Palace, but he couldn't go out like that in the daytime. For several decades now no one with any sense went out into the sunlight with their skin uncovered. Most people went about their business enshrouded from head to foot in black robes. Even men these days only showed their eyes to the world unless they were in the shade. During the middle part of the day, a lot of people slept, and you might only tell men from women in the street by the way they walked.

Ramiles covered himself with a large, dark robe which he found in a cupboard in one of the other rooms, and went downstairs. It was well into the morning and the sun was piercing and hot, but the market place was in full swing with stalls everywhere, all covered with shade netting. It was as if the city, which seemed in mourning the evening before, had taken a respite for business as usual.

Tables and chairs spilled out from the front of the busy café just a little along from the doorway, and he sat down there, and ordered himself a mint tea. It felt good just to see people walking around. His head was covered and his face in shadow as he watched the doorway, and wondered about what he was going to do.

He didn't want to be a soldier anymore. He didn't want to fight for the King. He didn't even want to be a prince anymore, far less the monarch Gilmar hinted he might become. He didn't know why he’d said he wanted to be King the night before. Perhaps it was a deep seated desire, but he tried not to think about it then. I want to be King! I want to be King! It niggled and worried at him, and he tried not to think about it. Right then he just wanted to sip mint tea and watch the world go by. If only he could stay near Tetra and merge with all the faceless, dark shapes that walked the streets of Migifa.

He didn't have time to muse for long. Someone walked through the doorway he was watching. The figure was about the right height and female. He got up and paid for the tea after a moment or two, and followed in behind her. He rapped on her door and she answered it quickly.

"Come in," she said in a hushed voice, glancing out behind him.

Then she hurried off down the corridor in front of him, obviously in a state of some agitation. When she'd got into the room, she'd taken off the black, outer robe and was already pacing the floor. He took off his outer robe and sat down on a small chair by the table near the wall with the windows.

"Why didn't you tell me?" she said, suddenly approaching him and bending forward, her face a picture of exasperation.

"Tell you what?" he said innocently.

"That you'd escaped from the Palace!"

"I didn't have time," he said. "It didn't seem important."

"Important?" she said, pacing away again. She turned. "Look," she said, "I had some business in the seraglio this morning. What if I'd walked in there and said guess who stayed at my house last night? Eh? Of course, it was important! It was the talk of the place!" she said, wringing her hands and turning away again.

"I didn't know you were going to the seraglio this morning," he said, without stopping to wonder what she was doing there. "I'd have told you if I'd known."

"How could you do something like that?" she said, clawing her hands in frustration.

"What?"

"Escape from the Palace!"

"They wouldn't let me come and see you," he said simply.

That seemed to soften her. She came over and stood beside him and put his hand on his shoulder. "Look, Ramiles, you're going to have to go back."

"I'm not going back," he said evenly.

"What do you mean? There are priests looking for you all over town." ,

"Don't worry. They won't find me."

"Of course, they'll find you. They know eveything that happens in this city," she insisted quietly, trying to keep patient.

"They won't find me," he repeated. "They won't know where to look. You won't tell them I'm here, will you?" he asked with a half smile.

"Ramiles, go back to the Palace. Your father will think it was a prank if you go back today," she said, beginning to plead a little.

"I need some time to think," he said. "If I can't stay here, I'll find somewhere else."

"I won't throw you out," she said and sat on his knee, putting her arms around his neck. He held her for a moment. "But what are you going to do? You can't hang around here all day." 

"I'll get a job," he said.

"What?" She almost laughed then and pulled back to look at him. "You're a soldier. A prince. Princes work at being princes."

"I dug for ore in Sackment Island," he said quietly.

"I know," she said. "And you cut off the ogre's head." She wrapped her arms around his neck again. "The Palace was full of it. You're quite the hero."

"I just need some time to think," he said.

Early next morning, Ramiles walked down through the old city and reached the broader streets of the flat topped houses further on. There was another square there and a long line of donkey carts to take workers to The Factory. He stood in line and climbed onto a cart along with some others. All of them wore outer robes of some kind or another, mostly ragged and dusty. Some wore hoods and masks, and some just had linen wrapped round the top of their heads to make a kind of hat. One or two hocked and spat as the cart joggled along. Someone dozed off with his head on his chest. Everyone else seemed disgruntled and nothing much was said on the journey out of town.

All of them had their faces covered as they passed through the scorched earth which surrounded most of the city on either side of The Factory. Ramiles put a cloth to his nose and felt his eyes burn. They began to water and he closed them. Soon the cart stopped and the other men were streaming passed him as he stood by the bottom of the steps, not quite sure what to do next.

The gates at that part of The Factory, made from metal and wire, were flung wide and he stood there in the stream of men, being jostled and pushed, until he allowed himsel to be carried along with the rest of them. As the workers fanned out inside the gates, he pulled someone aside. The man was unshaven and had less teeth than he should have by the way his cheeks sunk in. His eyes were rheumy. He looked too old for manual labour.

"Where do I ask about a job?" asked Ramiles,

"Find yourself something better to do, son," the man replied and then tried to pull away from him. Ramiles held onto his arm.

"Just tell me," he said.

The man looked at him as if maybe when he grew older, he'd know better. "Wait here," he said.

Then the man went into a little hut that stood beside the gate. There was another man wearing a mask in there, watching all the people flow passed. He came out with the man Ramiles had stopped, and approached him. He looked at Ramiles as if he was a bit irritated about being disturbed. Then he took him into a low slung, long building without windows. It was full of sullen men squinting at ledgers by candlelight. Ramiles spoke to another man in a small room there.

He told the man he was an Iraban sailor left ashore at the harbour by mistake. The man asked to see the palms of his hands and Ramiles didn't put forward the hand with the birthmark on it. The skin on the other hand was harder than it had been, but it wasn't that rough, and hadn't been roughened long enough to become ingrained with dirt. It wasn't the hand of a man who had to pull on ropes all day. The clerk looked dubious, but they'd been told to maximise production and didn't have enough people to operate the furnaces round the clock.

"Can you shovel?" he said.

"I can shovel," said Ramiles. "I can shovel on my knees."

Then he was being led out the gates again and around to the side because the man who was taking him didn't want to use the subterranean passages. Above ground, there were coal waggons on rails and the horses that pulled them. Vast beetle backed furnace tops squatted between the railway lines. It stretched on and on. It struck Ramiles that the man who was taking him could have gotten a lift on a waggon, but maybe he wanted to put as much distance as he could between the furnace roofs and himself. Brownish and green gases occasionally hissed from valves and pipes and joints.

"Don't worry about those ones," he said to Ramiles from behind the kind of mask he was wearing. "The really bad ones you can't see. But they mostly go straight up. They're light. Just stay away from the tops of the furnaces and you'll be alright."

Because of the poisonous gases, they hadn't been able to enclose the furnaces in sheds. It was safer, they said, to bury the furnaces and to work mainly underground, especially since it meant the men wouldn't have to work in the sun. It might have been better to build them underground, but it didn't make it any cooler. As soon as they went along a tunnel to one of the workplaces, Ramiles shed his outer garment.

He could feel the hair on his uncovered skin stand up in the hot, dry atmosphere. Sharp pokers of light streamed out from gaps in the furnace seals, and light came from the open furnace door. Then there were some candles in lanterns. Corners were dim and dark. The stokers were stripped to the waist and sweating profusely as they threw coal through the open furnace door. Ramiles was given a shovel and told to join in the procession of shovelling, walking, and throwing.

He could hear the mutterings and the odd curse every time he made a mistake, or got in someone's way. Advice was snarled at him. Then they stopped and the stokers drank copiously from the barrels of water, and began to playa kind of dice, squatting on the floor beside a lantern. Ramiles sat on a bench by himself.

Sometimes part of the roof opened and coal would pour down a shute. Then the stokers would stoke if the furnace needed it. As efficiently as they could, they'd work then they'd stop. They were good at what they did. these stokers. Muscles rippled on their arms and shoulders under the coal dust and sweat. But usually they sat around playing dice.

Ramiles could see other parts of the operation from the bench where he sat. Occasionally ports were opened and molten distillate ran down into metal containers. Ken who stoked the various ores were working further down. You could see the next furnace along and the one after that, but the dirt in the air made it difficult to see much more.

Sometimes you saw a priest, discernible by the different coloured head gear, slowly walking around. No one spoke when they drew near. There was one priest assigned to every furnace. They were supposed to know more about the operation than the men, but they didn't really. They took care of what paperwork there was and made sure the men got what was coming to them at the end of the shift, but that wasn't why they were there. They wanted to talk, but no one wanted to talk to them.

No one seemed very interested in talking to Ramiles either. Half way through the shift. they stopped to have a meal. The coal stokers sat on benches mid-way between furnaces, near where Ramiles was sitting. They all had food. He hadn't any. No one offered him any. A priest came along and sat beside him. He asked him how he was fitting in. Ramiles said he was fitting in just fine, but he didn't know how long he would stay. He wanted to get back to sea. When the priest went away, one of the stokers approached. He was a brute of a man with big, strong arms and a fat belly. He didn't seem very friendly. He wanted to know what the priest wanted.

"He asked me how I was fitting in." said Ramiles.

"What did you tell him?" the man asked.

"I told him I was fitting in just fine," said Ramiles.

"You're not a peasant." the man stated.

Ramiles gave him the hard luck story about missing his boat. The harbour was full of boats these days and the man seemed satisfied with that. But it was important, he discovered not to be a peasant. At one time, when The Factory was much smaller, there were a great many workers and not much work. This was fine since the King's purse paid a standard wage to them all whether they worked or not. Then The Factory really began to grow. All over the planet people were crying out for the elixir.

The workers worked harder. Medals and cash prizes were offered to women who had more than ten children, but still the expansion of The Factory continued to outstrip the numbers of available workers. Over the years members of the worker caste refused to work alongside the peasants who were brought in. They thought the priests were going to force them to work side by side now that the furnaces had to be operated round the clock. When the man found out that Ramiles was not a peasant, his attitude changed completely. He went away and came back with some of his food, and another worker. They liked the idea of being a sailor.

At first, they were trying to tell him about the other people who worked there, about who to watch out for and who to cut dead. But they couldn't hold it at that. These were not happy men. They talked in low voices and tried to contain their anger, but it couldn't be held down and quickly spilled out. They did not like the King. The King took all the profit from the trade in the elixir and spent it on whores.

After one of them blurted that out, he suddenly grew quiet and looked around warily.

"You wouldn't be a priest sent here to spy on us, would you, mister?" the one who'd made the remark about the King asked.

"No, I'm not," said Ramiles.

"And what do you think about the King yourself?" the man continued.

"He's a liar through and through," said Ramiles without even having to think about it. The two men looked at each other and thought for a moment.

"He's a spy alright," said the first one. He took back the meat Ramiles had in his hand then gruffly walked away.

"Either that or you're mad," said the other, going away as well.

Ramiles shovelled and rested, shovelled and rested, shovelled and rested, and finally went back to Tetra's house. She was full of life and seemed so happy as he was telling her about his day. He ate a huge meal. She went out of the room and he lay down on the bed. When she came back, he was fast asleep. And he slept on until she awakened him at dawn the next day. He had to go in again. The first time felt adventurous in a way, but he really didn't want to go in that morning.

"You've had one day's pay," she said. "That's practically all the money you've got. I'm not keeping you. I'm not your mother. You've got a job. Go to work. Let's see if a prince can work two whole days in a row."

The day before he'd watched an older man fall asleep with his head on his chin. During that cart ride, he fell asleep with his head on his chin. Then they had to shovel first thing, but it warmed the stiffness in his muscles, and they felt better after that. The stokers stopped and started, and he sat by himself. During the meal break, the two men who'd spoken to him the day before sidled up, then squatted on their haunches before him.

"What did you mean when you said the King was a liar through and through?" said the big man who'd given him the meat the day before. He was called Drama. The smaller man was called Urales.

"I was told he was godlike, almost divine. I believed he was the fount of goodness and justice, but he isn't. He's just like you and me," said Ramiles. "Except probably worse," he added. "He doesn't care about the suffering of his people. He doesn't care about anyone but himself."

"Don't talk like that to people you don't know," said Urales. "It's stupid. You know what can happen to you," he said.

"But I can talk to you?" said Ramiles quietly.

"We're not priests," said Drama.

"Or informers," said Urales.

"And we think the King's godlike, almost divine," said Drama.

Urales began to chuckle, almost despite himself. Then he began to laugh out loud. Then he began to cough. His face grew red and it seemed as if he'd choke before he'd stop. Ramiles started to look alarmed.

"You think that's a cough?" said Dramo. "That's nothing. Watch this."

Drama rasped for a little bit which started him coughing as well. Both men were soon rolling on the floor, eyes bulging, faces beetroot red. Two or three others came over from the dice game and joined in the fun. Plumes of yellowish mucus were expectorated onto the floor, and walls, and hissed off the furnace. When the coughing finally subsided, the dice players went away and both Urales and Dramo seemed a lot more cheerful.

"Ah, it's good for the tubes," said Drama.

"Damn lungs," said Urales.

"Damn job," said Dramo.

"Damn gases," said Urales.

"Damn furnaces," said Drama.

"Damn damns," said Urales.

"Don't stick around here any longer than you need to," said Drama to Ramiles.

"It pays bloody well, but healthy it isn't," said Urales.

"Do you think he's a spy?" said Drama to Urales after a moment or two.

"Only way to find out is to tell a priest what rotten things he said about our King," said Urales.

"Godlike, almost divine," said Dramo.

"Fount of goodness and justice," said Urales, chuckling. "We sound like peasants."

"Nothing to spy on around this furnace," said Dramo. "More's the pity."

Then they shovelled some more and rested some more. Ramiles was surprised to overhear some of the other men talking about himself while they were playing at dice. It didn't sound like him. He wasn't half so heroic. The prince who killed the ogre. They said he'd killed eight guards single handed. Once while he watched some other men draw off the distillate, he overheard other remarks about himself. He'd killed at least fifteen guards by this account. But, it seemed, he'd made some people very happy. Later on, Drama and Urales talked to him about the prince who'd killed the ogre. They said no one knew where he was. Urales said he thought the King might have had him killed because the people loved him.

Just then there was a rumble and the ground shook a little, and the furnaces shook a little, and everyone stopped what they were doing and looked round anxiously. Then, after a moment or two, some of the stokers nodded and smiled at one another, and everything went on as before.

"What was that?" said Ramiles, trying not to look as apprehensive as he felt.

"Explosion," said Dramo, a kind of smirk on his face.

"In the tunnels leading to the city," said Urales. "It's tricky stuff by the time the distillate gets that far."

"Do you think anyone has been hurt?" asked Ramiles, not understanding why they'd taken it so casually.

"Hope so," said Dramo.

"Only priests," said Urales. "Nothing for us to worry about."

"Off to heaven," said Dramo, an acid look on his face. "It doesn't happen often enough."

That night as he entered the market square where Tetra lived, Ramiles saw Gilmar, easily distinquishable from a distance by the foreign cut of his heavy, brown robe. Ramiles sat down outside a café and watched him enter an inn at the opposite side of the square. Ramiles ordered mint tea and waited. He waited an hour and Gilmar did not re-emerge. Ramiles crossed the square and walked warily through the door of the inn. It was dark outside by this time, and dim inside. There was a man standing behind the bar. One or two patrons were sitting around, but Gilmar wasn't one of them.

"Is there a foreigner staying here?" Ramiles asked the barman.

"What's it to you?" the barnan replied.

Ramiles said nothing. He took out some coins from his day's pay and placed it on the bar. The barman picked them up and put them in his pocket.

"Sure there is," he said. "He's renting a room. He's in just now. Do you want to go and see him?"

"Does the room look onto the square?" Ramiles asked. The barman thought for a moment.

"No," he said. "His window looks out the back."

The next day he shovelled and rested, then shovelled some more. During the meal break, Drama and Urales came over and sat beside him. After a while, they asked if he'd ever sailed to Ingistat.

"No. The traders I worked for never visited there," he said.

In hushed voices they told him about King Oroc. Urales had a likeness in the back pocket of his trousers. King Oroc had facial hair on his lower jaw, but none on his upper lip. Wearing a beard at all was very unusual among the Iraban. Ramiles thought he looked ridiculous, but they looked shocked when he pointed this out. King Oroc was a great man, The Hidden One. He'd get rid of King Zergon for them. These men did not mourn the loss of half the Euranian arny on the Plain of Gordinel. They thought Oroc would unite the Iraban and destroy the Juremi. Then he would usher in an era of peace and justice for then all. Ramiles tried not to look shocked by what they said about the King and the army.

"What's King Oroc going to do for you?" he asked.

"He'll give us justice and equality in this kingdom. He'll give us what we want because everyone needs us," said Urales.

Ramiles looked at each of their faces and was impressed by their sincerity, and a little frightened by it. Nobody knew how many of the workers thought like that. He didn't know how many of the workers thought he'd killled five guards, or ten guards, or twenty guards. In the silence of their own hearts, it was hard to know who really believed what in Eurania.

"What if he isn't the Hidden One?" he asked. "What if he's just like Zergon? How do you know?"

"At least he's offering something. He's saying things will change with him in charge," said Urales.

"We can't believe in Zergon. There's no one else to believe in but him," said Drama, suddenly disconsulate.

Ramiles tried to change the subject and discovered that men who worked at a particular furnace might never work at any other site during their entire working lives. And no one ever told them how their work fitted in with how the distillate was produced, or even which part of the process they were involved in. The coal stokers stoked coal. The are stokers stoked are. But there was different kinds of ore and different kinds of coal. Urales and Drama knew that much.

They also knew there were working in a first level furnace and that the furnaces went to eight levels. At the higher levels the priests controlled all the movement of distillate. The quantities involved grew smaller and smaller until what was left was taken through the tunnels to the city where it was finally mixed by the King once a week.

He shovelled and rested, then shovelled some more. This went on for three more days. In the evening he ate with Tetra and sometimes drank wine. Once or twice she gave him a narcotic to smoke which heightened awareness and feelings of sensuality. But always they made love, time after time, mindless in a cocoon of happiness, locked away from everyone and everything. Then, after he'd been working in The Factory for five days, he came home to find her wringing her hands in agitation. She'd just come in before him.

"Did you see the posters on your way back?" she asked.

"What posters?"

She'd torn a poster from the wall just beside the entrance to the tenement and showed it to him. There was a picture of a hand with a cross on the palm. It gave his age and height and said he'd disappeared. Anyone with information of his whereabouts who didn't disclose it to the proper authorities was subject to the death penalty. A large reward was offered to anyone who could say where he was. Ramiles was still looking at the poster when there was the sound of someone rapping on the outside door. Their eyes met, then shifted back to the door of the room, then met again.

"Were you expecting anyone?" he asked, trying not to sound as anxious as he felt.

"No," she replied in a hushed voice. Then she hurried to the outside door while Ramiles waited expectantly, and listened. But he couldn't hear what was being said. Then he heard the outside door closing and she hurried back into the room.

"It was priests!" she said, almost hissing. She was wringing her hands with worry as she began pacing around. "What are you going to do?" she said. "They must be asking everyone. This can't go on, Ramiles. You'll have to go back to the Palace."

"I'm not going back to the Palace," he said evenly.

"Then what are you going to do?" she said angrily. "You can't hide in The Factory all your life! You've been living in dream land. Ramiles, they'll find you sooner or later," she said, almost pleading for sense.

He got up and took her in his arms, and hugged her for a moment or two. She became calmer, not so frightened anymore. He got her to sit at the table.

"Don't worry," he said. "I've been thinking it over for the past few days. I can't go back to my father and I can't keep putting you at risk here. I know what I must do. I'm going to flee to Ingistat."

"What?" she said dumbfounded. "Don't be ridiculous! You're the King's son. They'll kill you if they find that out."

"No, they won't. I'll offer my services. I'll fight for King Oroc."

"Against your own father?" she asked.

"My father sent me to Sackment Island, Tetra. I don't know why, but I don't think it was a mistake. I could have died there. Maybe he wanted me to," he said, holding her hands across the table and speaking rather intently. "King Oroc says he'll change things for the better. I want to help him do that. And I want you to come with me."

Tetra looked into his face for a moment as if he was a complete and utter stranger. She wondered what she could say. Everything seemed to have suddenly gone hopelessly wrong.

"Ramiles, I can't go with you to Ingistat." Immediately, Ramiles looked shocked. "Try to understand. I came from Ingistat. Do you know what Ingistat's like? It's poor. It's big. It's full of people and it's terribly, terribly poor. That's why I came here. I have no family to fall back on, Ramiles. I had to fight like hell to get where I am today. Don't ask me to go there with you, Ramiles."

"But I do want you to go there with me. I love you. I don't want to be without you."

"Then go back to your father."

He paused for a moment. "When I told you my father was the King, I could see from your face that you hated him. Why was that?"

"Don't ask me."

"I am asking you."

She shrugged her shoulders, got up and walked away. Then she turned round and shrugged her shoulders again. "I don't like the way he treats women," she said.

"What do you mean?" he asked.

"Sometimes he loses control," she said. "He takes drugs sometimes. He loses control. He likes to beat. At least one of his concubines died. There may have been more. There probably were."

"How do you know that'?" asked Ramiles, not knowing what to make of this.

"I provide services for the seraglio. I know, believe me," she said.

"What kind of services?"

"I provide the drugs for one thing," she said, shrugging again and turning away. Ramiles rose to his feet.

"Why do you do that?" he demanded.

"Do you think I've got any choice?" she said, swivelling and shouting at him. He just looked and said nothing. "If I wasn't here, he'd get them from someone else," she said, a little lamely. Ramiles slumped down onto the chair, but after a moment or two he began to feel the anger rise in him.

"This is the man you me to go back to? To throw myself on his mercy? A man who executes members of his own family. A man who kills women!"

"You've got no choice," she said quietly.

"I have," he insisted. "I can go to Ingistat. Why don't you come with me?" His face had begun to lose its firmness. Inside he was falling apart.

"How can you go to Ingistat? You have no money, Ramiles. Do you expect to walk to Ingistat, cross the River Gordinel, and be welcomed with open arms?" she said almost pityingly.

"You don't love me enough to take the chance," he said, gritting his teeth.

"You don't have any money!" she shouted.

"I can get the money!" he shouted back, then stood up and turned away from her. Burning, angry tears squeezed from his eyes. "I can do anything if you'll just agree to come with me."

"Don't ask me to do that," she said quietly, hopelessly.

"You don't love me!"

"I do love you, Ramiles, but I won't destroy myself because of it. I won't destroy myself. Don't ask me to," she said, moving up behind him and finally placing her hand on his shoulder.

"Don't pity me!" he shouted, sweeping his arm round to push her away. He hadn't meant to push so hard, but she fell against the bed. He didn't stop to turn and see the look of deep sadness in her eyes as he rushed out of the room.

"Come back! Come back to me!" he heard her shout as he ran through the outside door and into the tenement stairwell.

----------------------------------------------

                              CHAPTER EIGHT

White faced and featureless, the library of King Zergon the Great rose up from one side of the square at the centre of the Inner Palace, and dominated anyone who might dare to stand in front of it. It hadn't always been that way, but the windows facing the square had been boarded and bricked up a long time ago. The colonnade, which once sheltered scholars from the hot sun, had long since been taken down. Now there was just a vast wall with a large door of dark wood, bolted together with metal rivets, stretching up and up midway across it. In the middle of the door was a brass knocker.

In the early morning of the day after he returned from Sackment Island, Gilmar stood in front of the library, feeling rather conspicuous and quite alone, yet excited. He'd learned to read late in life and loved books, and libraries. He'd visited many on his journey to find Ramiles, but this was the one he really wanted to get inside. He rapped the brass knocker on the door.

Nobody came. He rapped and rapped and nobody came. He thought he'd have to find some help when a smaller door set into the large one creaked open just a glimmer. There was somebody in there alright, but they seemed concerned not to show themselves.

"What do you want?" an old voice demanded sharply.

"I want to look for a book," said Gilmar.

"Go away," said the voice and the small door snapped shut.

Gilmar tried not to feel ridiculous standing there. He rapped on the door again, and again, and again. Finally, the small door creaked open a slice.

"What do you want'?" the old voice demanded in exactly the same tone.

"I want to speak to the librarian," said Gilmar.

"Has there been an invasion?" said the voice.

"Not so far," said Gilmar.

"Well, why do you want to speak to the librarian? You're a foreigner. "

"I know that," said Gilmar. "I have written permission from the King to look for a book. Here," he said, showing the scroll of paper with the King's seal on it.

"I can’t read," said the voice.

"Well, get me the librarian," said Gilmar, trying not to feel exasperated.

"I am the librarian," said the voice.

"Then let me in," said Gilmar.

" I'm supposed to keep people out."

"I'm an exception," said Gilmar. "I have permission from the King. If you don't let me in, he'll have your head chopped off."

'If he comes here, I won't let him in either!" said the voice.

Then whoever it was started suddenly to laugh. He laughed and laughed in a mad kind of way. When he stopped, he opened the door. 

"Come in," he said.

His back was bent and his clothes were ragged, and he shambled about with a stick. No one ever came to the library and he seemed quite excited to have a visitor. He'd had visitors before, but never in the forty or so years he'd been the librarian had anyone ever come to ask for a book. Neither had anyone asked for a book in his father's time, or for much of his grandfather's time.

                   Before that, the place was full of people looking for books, but that was almost before people realised the elixir would make things grow. The Euranians had always made the elixir. It was only used as a base for perfume before.

"He's come for a book. He's come for a book," the old man repeated in an amused, chirpy voice. He giggled a lot, standing there in the vestibule. When he wasn't giggling, he was pushing his eyeglasses up the bridge of his nose in a nervous kind of way. Light streamed in from the ceiling high above, beams of sunshine filled with speckles of dust. Gilmar could see balconies at the edge of the four levels which made up the building, each balcony standing back a little further than the one below. The vestibule was rather grand. The walls were marbled and had once been white, but were now a grimey, greying colour. A wide staircase stretched away in front  of him.

The librarian was called Eripedes. Eripedes could read alright. He wasn't supposed to be able to. Since his grandfather's time, the librarian was supposed to be illiterate, but his father had read books in secret and so did he. He took Gilmar through the vestibule to a room down the dimly lit corridor behind the stairway, and asked him to sit. There was a bed in the room, and cupboards, and a small cooking area. There were windows as well and books strewn everywhere.

"I thought you couldn't read," said GilImr, picking up a book which was on the table beside the chair he was sitting on. It was an astrological treatise beautifully bound in leather.

"I only look at the illustrations," said Eripedes, smiling oddly at him. "You took me by surprise. No one ever comes here."

Gilmar opened the book and looked through it. There were charts and diagrams, but not much that would hold your attention if you couldn't read.

"Would you like some mint tea?" the librarian said.

"That would be very nice," said GilImr. "Let's have some tea and some talk, shall we?"

Eripedes made the tea while GilImr sat quietly and looked at the book in his lap. Then he looked at another book. The binding was cracked and stiff with age. It was an alchemist's manual. He was looking at another book on geometry when the librarian came over with the tea. Eripedes sat across from him, sipping noisily and saying nothing.

"How many books do you have in this library?" asked GilImr finally.

"Now you're asking," said Eripedes. "I've never counted them, but there must be nearly a million."

"That's a lot of books," said Gilmar.

"It's a big library," said Eripedes. "It used to be the biggest on the planet. Once the Euranians tried to collect a copy of every book ever written. But there's not only books. We've got maps. We've got all kinds of things."

"How is it organised?" asked Gilmar.

"How might it be organised?" countered the librarian in a challenging voice. Then he cocked his head and looked wide eyed at Gilmar. "Hmmmm?" he said.

"In the library where I used to live all the books were organised alphabetically by the author's family name." said Gilmar.

"Didn't it make more sense to organise them by the subject of the books?" said Eripedes, obviously less than impressed by this means of organisation.

"The books were all on the same subject," said Gilmar.

"Um," said the librarian and thought for a moment. "Could they not have subdivided the books according to which facet of the subject they addressed? Hmmm?" said Eripedes, his eyebrows raised. "Then they could have given the various facets numbers, numbered the books, and organised them like that."

"I suppose they could have," said Gilmar quietly. He sipped his tea for a moment or two. The librarian was definitely a little strange. "But it wasn't that big a library," he said. "And some of the monks there knew where all the books were anyway." He continued to sip his tea and wondered how he was going to deal with this man. Humour him, he thought. "If I told you what the book I'm looking for was about, could you tell me where to look for it?" he asked gently.

"I doubt that very much," said Eripedes. "I'd like to be able to, of course. I'm sure my grandfather could have. But he knew how to organise a library." Eripedes stopped there for a moment and frowned as if growing irritated by Gilmar's presence. "If you had a million books, how would you organise them?" he suddenly asked, sounding quite aggressive.

Gilmar looked over at Eripedes for a moment or two. To anyone else in Eurania, he would have offered a gift, a little something for their trouble. But he had an idea that Eripedes wasn't interested in acquiring things, or money. It was the raggedy clothes and sparcity of the room, and the way he gave the impression of not needing much more than books. Gilmar thought the librarian just wanted to fence a little, perhaps to see if he was worth helping. Perhaps he'd grown a little jealous of his books.

"Well?" said Eripedes. "You've got a million books. How are you going to organise them?"

"Are these books on every subject under the sun?" asked Gilmar.

"Yes," said Eripedes, smiling at him a little mischeviously.

"You'll never guess!" He giggled again and clapped his hands.

"If I can work out how this library is organised, will you help me to find my book?" asked Gilmar.

"Maybe," said Eripedes. "But maybe not. You'll never work it out anyway."

"Don't be so sure," said Gilmar. "You have a storehouse full of knowledge, so you must have a system for dividing it up?"

"Maybe," said Eripedes.

"You could divide knowledge into, say, ten sections and..." 

"A bit arbitrary. A bit small," said Eripedes. "There aren't a lot of subdivisions in ten, even using decimal points."

"I see," said Gilmar. "Well, say you took a thousand numbers and divided knowledge into ten sections. Then each section would have a hundred subdivisions. Is that enough?"

"It sounds like quite a lot," said Eripedes, equivocal again.

"But I don't see how that helps you find books."

"Well, you'd give each subject a number. Say all the books you had on alchemy were kept in the scientific section. All the books on science might be between, say, four and five hundred. You might give alchemy the number four hundred and ten."

"What a good idea!" said Eripedes, clapping his hands and giggling away. Then he suddenly stopped and stared over at Gilmar. "But

I still don't see how that helps you find books."

"Well, you could list all the subjects in alphabetical order and put them in separate book. If you wanted to find a book on, say, alchemy, you could look up alchemy in this book and get the number for it. Then you could go to where those numbers were kept on the shelves," said Gilmar, suddenly quite pleased. He thought he had it.

"How you be able to find that book?" said Eripedes. "The ones with the subjects in alphabetical order?"

"You'd give that book to the librarian and tell him to look after it," said Gilmar. "You'd find it by asking the librarian where it was. If he had it, I'm sure he'd give it to you."

"If he had it, he probably would," said Eripedes non-commitally.

"And it wouldn't matter if he couldn't read," coaxed Gilmar, "as long as he had that book."

"Well, I haven't got it!" Eripedes snapped. "And that's because that would be a terrible way to organise a library like this."

"Why?" said Gilmar.

"Lots of reasons, " said Eripedes. "Say somone invented a completely new subject. Where would you put books on that? Eh? And what if everyone started writing books on alchemy? You'd be flooded with them. Where would you put them?"

"Beside the other books on alchemy," said Gilmar.

"What if that part of the library was full?"

"Then I'd move the other books along a bit," said Gilmar.

"If your shelves in time became quite full, you'd end up moving a lot of books. You could end up setting off a chain reaction,

moving masses of books a few feet to the left or right, endlessly!"

Eripedes loved that. He laughed and laughed. It seemed to be a joke which only a librarian would find amusing. Gilmar sat wrapped in thought until he subsided.

"Alright," he said. "I'd number the spaces on the shelves instead of the books. I'd give every book a number corresponding to where it was kept. How about that?" he asked.

"But how would you find books then?" countered Eripedes.

"I'd write out a card for each book and file them in a catalogue under which subject they dealt with," said Gilmar.

"Sounds promising," said Eripedes, smiling to himself. "But how would you file the cards in the catalogue within each subject category?"

"Probably by author or title," said Gilmar, frowning a little.

"Do you know the name of the author or title of the book you're looking for?" asked Eripedes, arching his eyebrows. "Hmmm?"

"No," said Gilmar. "But I know what it's about. If there was a catalogue or something like that, I'd have cut down the time I'd need to search, wouldn't I? Instead of having to look through a million books, I'd only have to look through one hundred thousand, or ten thousand, or even less than that."

"So you would!" exclaimed Eripedes.

"Do you have such a catalogue?" asked Gilmar, leaning closer.

"We did have such a catalogue. You’re very smart, mister,"

 said Eripedes. "I looked at it a long time ago. Mice. Little devils. A whole colony of them. They ate all the cards!" he exclaimed a little triumphantly, slapping his knees with both hands.

Gilmar tried not to feel aggrieved. He sat there quietly until the librarian calmed down. Eripedes asked him if he wanted more tea, almost as a compensation for his disappointment. Gilmar didn't feel like more tea. Another idea occurred to him.

"Imagine you could read," he said, a little smile crossing his lips. "Now, imagine someone gave you a book for your library in a foreign language. This is a book you couldn't catalogue, or classify, or understand at all. What would you do with such a book?"

"Aha!" said Eripedes. "If I couldn't understand what it was about, why I'd stick it with all the other books like that."

"Is there a place in this building with lots of books like that in it?" asked Gilmar hopefully.

"There certainly is," said Eripedes, seemingly quite happy now that Gilmar was finally getting somewhere.

"Then show me where it is," said Gilmar. "Please."

But, first of all, Eripedes insisted on showing him round the entire library. He lit a lamp and they went up the staircase which led off from the vestibule. Everything everywhere was covered in the dust of ages. There was dust on the floor, on the reading tables, on the bookstacks. Even the books were covered in it.

Numbers were so faint at the end of the shelves as to be barely discernible. The areas on each floor once used by copiers and bookbinders had been deserted for generations. Cobwebs abounded and the smell of cat was everywhere. Cats, Eripides said, do not eat books. Mice do. 

 It had been a long time since Eripedes had been in some parts of the upper stories and he seemed to grow sadder and sadder as he shuffled along with his stick. He humphed and hawed and shook his head, and muttered as he pointed his cane at this section or that. The air was dry, but the books were dying. Decay was all around. Abruptly, Eripedes brought the tour to a close. He seemed morosely quiet as he started down the long staircase from the top of the building.

"You don't seem very happy with your library," said Gilmar.

"Things are being lost here which can never be replaced," he said. "Ignoramuses! Fools! Philistines and idiots run this country!" he exclaimed angrily.

"I thought you were supposed to say that the King was a wonderful kind of a person," said Gilmar.

"Damn, damn, and damn them all!" said Eripedes. "They're frightened of knowledge and so they should be. Upstart, murderous swine," he said bitterly.

Gilmar was more than interested in the librarian's view of the Royal Family, but didn't persue it just then. He followed an quietly and waited to hear where his book might be kept. It hadn't been mentioned for some time and he was a little worried that Eripedes might have forgotten about it. He left the librarian to mutter an in the meantime and kept a stair behind until they reached the vestibule once more.

Then, without saying anything, Eripedes went to the little door which opened onto the square outside and hauled in a wooden box covered with muslin. From behind a desk near the entrance he fetched a bell and began to ring it vigourously. Cats in all colours and shades came bounding down the stairs. They hissed and arched their backs and clawed for space as they dragged and tried to drag away pieces of meat which Eripedes cast about the vestibule floor. The whole area seethed and rippled, and Gilmar stood still till the space around his feet was once more free of that ferocity. The cats slinked away.

Then Eripedes beckoned from across the floor and Gilmar followed him once again behind the staircase. This time he stopped at an open door and waved Gilmar forward. Inside the doorway was a very long, low room served by windows on two sides. There were bundles of books, and stacks of books, and piles of books stretching and stretching all over the available space. Some were on trolleys, on shelves, on top of desks, in cartons, wrapped in paper, in cloth, and everywhere you looked there were books. Gilmar sighed.

"That's a lot of books," he said.

"Would you like to start searching now? I'll help you if you like," said Eripedes.

"That would be kind," said Gilmar. "First of all, let me buy you lunch."

"Outside?" said the librarian, arching his eyebrows at such an unusual idea.

"Yes," said Gilmar. "We'll go to the Outer Palace. I'll buy you lunch and we'll talk about books."

"I think you know more about libraries and books than you pretend," said Eripedes.

"And so do you," said Gilmar.

They sat in a small cafe and ate salad. Gilmar had some mint tea and Eripedes had a carafe of wine. They talked about fate and free will, and whether it was possible or not to predict anything. Eripedes believed in what he could see with his own two eyes and sometimes doubted that. They got along famously. The wine seemed to invogorate Eripedes at first, but he was gloomy by the time they were back sitting in the room with all the foreign books.

"They'll burn all this," he said quietly while Gilmar was trying to clear a space on the floor so that he could begin his search.

"What'?" said Gilmar, turning to the librarian who was sitting on a stool by the door.

"The books. They'll burn them and knock down the library as well, I suppose. I'm glad I chose to stay single. I'm the last in a long line of librarians," he said a little wistfully.

"Are you going to spend all afternoon feeling sorry for yourself?" asked Gilmar, rather directly.

"I might as well," said Eripedes.

"Don't," said Gilmar. "Besides the next King might have more respect for learning," he remarked idly, turning away again.

"With the hundreds of those little brats marked down in the book, you'd think one of them would be good for something," said the librarian, half muttering to himself.

Gilmar stopped what he was doing and turned round again. "What books is that?" he said.

"The Royal Register. It's kept here. Priests come for it more often than you'd believe and mark down the new royal progeny. Zergon the Goat, he should be called."

Eripedes had no hesitation at all in showing Gilmar the Royal Register. It was a rather large tome which sat by itself on an inclined desk in a room just down the corridor. Eripedes told him his great grandfather had begun it for the ancestor of the present King. This was the book which traced the lineage of Zergon back to the Iraban's greatest prophet. Eripedes said it was the book he liked least in the whole building. But he insisted that all the names of Zergon's children were marked down there correctly. Gilmar poured over it, searching repeatedly for the name of Ramiles. When he was sure it wasn't there, he went back to the other room to hunt for the book.

Gilmar expected the book to be written in a script not used in Eurania and he showed Eripedes an example of this so he could help with the search. They rummaged, and shifted, and hauled books about until the light from the windows began to fade. Then they stopped and Gilmar went back to the room he was renting knowing that the search could take days supposing the book he was looking for was in that room.

And he searched throughout the next day and the next day. Each afternoon he took Eripedes to a different cafe in the Outer Palace and bought him lunch. They talked of many things then and while they searched. The librarian enjoyed the company and conversation of someone who knew a great many things and liked books. He trusted Gilmar the way most people tended to, much more than he would have trusted another Euranian. Eripedes felt a great relief in being able to talk freely.

"The King aspires to godhood," he said one day. He was leaning against a table while Gilmar was bent over with his back to him. "I could endure the informers and the terror, but that really gets on my wick!"

"Whenever you talk about him, you get annoyed," said Gilmar, untying yet another parcel of books. "Surely, he must be good for something."

"Like what? Hmmm?" said Eripedes.

Gilmar stopped what he was doing right then and thought for a moment. "Well, he knows the formula for the elixir. I suppose without him half the planet would starve."

"No, it wouldn't," said Eripedes.

"Yes, it would," said Gilmar, looking over at him. A kind of sly, mischevious look crossed Eripedes face.

"No, it wouldn't. It wouldn't! It wouldn't!" he exclaimed, coming off his stool and clapping his hands.

"Why not?" asked Gilmar.

"Because I know the formula too!" said Eripedes delightedly.

He had a book detailing the whole process of manufacture from beginning to end. When King Zergon's grandfather was in power, everyone who knew the proportions of the final mixture was executed and the knowledge was to be handed down only through the Royal Family. Or so they thought. But Eripedes grandfather had hidden a copy of the book. So had his father. And so had he. He went for it and showed it to Gilmar.

"You see, Zergon is completely useless," he said. "If he dropped dead tomorrow, everything would continue as before. I'd just give the book to his successor and get myself executed," he said with a beaming smile. Gilmar was amazed to look this book.

"You could have sold this for a fortune." he said.

"Governments everywhere would fall over themselves to buy this off you. Do you realise that?"

"If I had a fortune, I'd buy more books and I can't even look after the ones I have already," said Eripedes. "Besides. too much of the elixir is made as it is. The process creates poisons. It's changing the weather. It's killing the planet."

"People have been saying that for a long time now." Gilmar stared down at the book as he closed it. He handed it back. "Do you think it can be true?"

" It says so in the book, " said Eripedes "It tells you what the gases are and do. That's one reason why I didn't want to get married. It'll come to a bad end. All Zergon cares about is more money and more power."

Eripedes told Gilmar he wanted someone to know where the book was in case he died suddenly and showed him the shelf where it was hidden. Then they went back to the search. They searched and searched.

Sometimes Gilmar did not go back to his rented room, but continued by lamplight while Eripedes slept. It had been dark for hours on the fifth day and Gilmar was alone when he came upon a cylinder about eight inches long and three inches in diameter. It had been wrapped tightly in an oiled cloth which had decayed with age. But the wood underneath was sound and the lid had been sealed shut with glue. Gently, Gilmar turned the lid and the glue crumbled to the floor like dust. 

Inside were some rolled sheets of  vellum. With mounting excitement, Gilmar recognised the script and held the lamp close to the first page.

" IS IT 996?" was all it said.

Gilmar stared down at the date in amazement for a moment or two. Then he looked around at the darkened room and the dancing shadows cast by the lamplight. He realised his hands were shaking. Taking a deep breath, he carefully replaced the sheets and closed the cylinder. Then he left the library and left the Palace and hurried down the narrow street till he came to the market square. He didn't know what time of night it was, but the streets were empty and the inn dark. He banged on the door till the innkeeper opened it.

"It's you!" he said gruffly, his face puffy with sleep. "What time of night is this to be waking honest people?"

"I'm sorry," said Gilmar, brushing past him. Then he handed the innkeeper some coins, which he took with a grumble. Still muttering, the man got him a candleholder and lit it from the lamp he was carrying.

"Someone came to see you," the innkeeper said. "He went into your room and didn't come out again. I don't allow visitors to stay overnight."

"Who is it?" asked Gilmar. :

"How should I know?" said the man. "Bloody angry, he was. Threatened me."

"I'll sort it out tomorrow," said Gilmar.

He went up to his room and opened the door. He held the candleholder in front of him and moved it round. It was a small room with two chairs, a cupboard, a table, and a bed. Someone was sleeping on the bed. Gilmar walked over and looked down at his face. It was Ramiles.

He was fast asleep. Hardly surprised. Gilmar went over to the small table and settled himself in the chair with the candleholder resting on its arm. He unscrewed the lid of the wooden cylinder once more.

"IS IT 996?" he read again. "

"Yes, it is," he said softly. "One out of one, whoever you are." Then he looked at the next page.

"My name is Danjon Usorta," it began. "I am an itinerant monk who wanders and begs in search of salvation. I rarely sleep, but I am uncertain as to whether I dream. At night I've taken to following my stream of awareness back to when I was a small boy, and then when I was in the womb, and when I lived my previous lives. Then I became able to follow my consciousness forward to future lives and deaths, and then I saw what I saw. But doubt still stalks me.

In the year 996 this message will be found by a foreigner among foreigners. In a future life I will have the awful vision once more and will send this foreigner for this message. When he returns it  to me, doubt will cease at last and I will have proof of birth and rebirth, and will die for the last time, and leave this realm of suffering and desire for evermore.

So is it 996? If so, you don't have to read the rest. It contains knowledge which might be dangerous to know. It tells of a future which may or may not happen. I was brought up to believe that man's fate can be changed. But I have seen what I have seen. Read it or not as you prefer. "

There was nothing else on that scroll of vellum, the second page. Gilmar paused there and felt a sigh escape him. Then he looked over at the window for a moment or two. He decided to read on, but just then Ramiles stirred in his sleep, and wakened.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER NINE

When he left Tetra's home, Ramiles didn't stop running till he was down the stairs and almost into the street. Halting abruptly as he neared the outside door, he paused for a moment, clenched his teeth and slapped the palm of his hand off the wall. Then, slowly he brought his brow to rest on that surface, and closed his eyes, trying to calm himself. Gently, he tapped his head off the wall several times, took deep breaths, then turned to walk out the door.

The day had begun to cool into an almost balmy evening and the sea breeze brought some strollers into the small market square just as the stallholders were clearing the area. Barely containing himself, Ramiles walked quickly across the square and entered the inn. The place was busy. Men sat in small groups around the tables, relaxing quietly after the day's work. The man he'd spoken to before was cleaning glasses when Ramiles beckoned him over from the other end of the bar. The man was unshaven, unkempt, with a fat belly and a long, pendulous, broken nose. Ramiles stood there drumming his fingers impatiently while the man, seemingly the owner of the place, sidled over in his own good time.

"I want to speak to the foreigner I had words with you about the other day," he said urgently before the man had a chance to open his mouth.

"What foreigner?" asked the innkeeper, looking Ramiles up anddown suspiciously.

"The one who has a room here!" said Ramiles loudly, banging his fist off the bar. Then he put his head down and counted to five, unhappy about drawing attention to himself. There was a purse on the belt which went round his tunic. He opened it. Half his day's wages were placed on the bar. "Just show me to the room, will you?" he said, trying to contain himself.

"If I had a foreigner staying here, I'd be charging an arm and a leg. We don't like foreigners around here, you know."

The man looked down at the money and back at Ramiles, sensing his desperation. He raised his eyebrows then glanced down at the money again. Ramiles put the rest of the money from his purse down on the bar.

"He's out," said the innkeeper.

"Then I'll wait for him in his room," said Ramiles.

"It's not enough," said the innkeeper flatly. "He might leave here if I take you to his room without his permission. He pays more than that for a night's sleep."

"It's a day's wages!" Ramiles hissed over at him, his eyes blazing. "It's all I've got!"

"It's still not enough. Even a foreigner deserves his privacy," said the man evenly.

Suddenly, Ramiles reached over and grabbed the man by the front of his leather jacket. With a jerk he pulled the man so close their noses were almost touching.

"Take me to his room or I'll drag you outside and turn your face inside out!" Ramiles breathed at him from between clenched teeth.

"Okay, okay," said the man quickly. "I'll take you. I'll take you."

Ramiles tried not to look directly at any of the men sitting round the tables as the innkeeper led him across the room, spreading his back and stretching to his full height in an effort to restore his sense of dignity. The clientele were staring at Ramiles with a mixture of curiosity and apprehension. Not many people would have dared threaten that innkeeper. Then Ramiles was up the stairs and standing in the dim corridor in front of a door. The innkeeper was moodily waiting there for him.

"I'm sorry about that," said Ramiles, a little shamefaced. "It shouldn't have been necessary. I'm sure the foreigner won't mind me waiting in his room for him."

The man just stared over for a moment. "It's open" was all he said before walking passed.

Ramiles went through the door and closed it behind him. There he was in Gilmar's room, the light fading. He sat on the bed alone with his thoughts and put his head in his hands, rocking back and forth. He wanted to stand up and scream. He wanted to beat his fists off the walls until his knuckles were burst and bleeding. She wasn't going to come to Ingistat with him. She couldn't love him, not enough. He couldn't remember when he'd ever felt so distraught. Even in the punishment cell on Sackment Island, he hadn't felt as bad as this. He'd never felt so powerless. There was just nothing he could do.

Feeling the tears begin to well in his eyes, he stood up quickly and started to pace the room. Round the bed and over to the window, then back again, and again, and again. Soothed somewhat by its nrhythm and repetitiveness, he paced and paced until he felt exhausted.

Then he lay down on the bed and fell asleep. When he awoke, Gilmar was sitting there at the table, reading something.

"What are you doing here?" Gilmar asked not unkindly.

"I need some help," said Ramiles, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. He felt rather embarrassed.

"Die and go to hell, foreigner," said Gilmar, repeating one of Ramiles last remarks to him.

"I'm sorry I said that," said Ramiles.

"If you weren't in trouble, would you be so sorry?" asked Gilmar.

"Probably not," Ramiles replied.

"At least, you're honest."

"I'm desperate,"

"I could be executed for helping you. Do you know that?" asked Gilmar.

"Yes,"

"Then why should I help you?"

"I just think you will," said Ramiles, speaking evenly and looking directly at him.

"What do you want?" Gilnar asked after a moment.

"I need money."

"What for?"

"I want to go to Ingistat."

"Why?" said Gilnar, surprised to hear this. Ramiles stood up then and started to walk passed the bed and over to the window. He thought for a moment before turning round to speak again.

"King Oroc says he'll change the world and usher in a new age of peace and justice," said Ramiles. "And I can't stay here. I have to fight for someone, for something, and I won't fight for my father. I've gained respect among the people here. I can be useful to Oroc."

"Do you believe he's the Hidden One who's been foretold to do all this... this holy business?" asked Gilmar drily.

"If he gets people to fallow him, it doesn't matter what he says he is," said Ramiles. "It's what he does that counts."

"He butchers people. He sacks cities. His armies spread misery and death wherever they go," said Gilmar.

"He's righteous," said Ramiles, turning away again.

"People like that always did bother me," said Gilmar.

"Will you help me?" said Ramiles without turning round.

"Do you know what the Royal Register is?" asked Gilmar. Ramiles turned and looked at him then.

"No," he said.

"It's a big book with the names of all the Royal Family marked in it. I had a look at it. Your name's not in it. Funny that, isn't it?" said Gilmar.

"What are you talking about?"

"I don't know. It just struck me as odd that your name wasn't in it. And it is a little odd that you were taken to Sackment Island just as a war was about to break out between Eurania and Ingistat. I wonder if these things are connected. Do you think they might be?"

Ramiles stared aver at him, his brow furrowed. "My father said there was a plot against me," he said finally.

"Yes, but who by?"

"Are you trying to tell me I'm not my father's son?" said Ramiles.

"I'm trying to tell you your name isn't in the Royal Register. "

"What does that matter? I've never heard of it before. All I know is that I've got to get to Ingistat. Will you help me or not?"

"What do you need?"

"Money," said RaIniles. "Money for horses, food and bribes. You can get anything in this country if you've got enough money."

Gilmar pulled up his brown cassock and took the jewelled dagger from one side of his belt underneath. Beside it was an ordinary knife which he used to prise two stones out of the dagger's handle. He held the stones out in the palm of his hand.

"Can you turn these into money?" he asked.

"I think I know someone who can," Ramiles replied, thinking of Tetra. He clenched his jaws and tried not to feel anything. "Can I have them?" he asked a little awkwardly. Gilmar handed them over.

"If you're sure of what you want," said Gilmar.

"I'm sure," said Ramiles, but he just stood there looking down at the jewels.

"When are you going to leave?" aske Gilmar.

Ramiles seemed stirred by the question and began to put the jewels into the pouch on his belt. "I hope we can go tomorrow evening," he said.

"We?" said Gilmar. "Are you going with someone?"

"There's a woman I know called Tetra." Ramiles stopped then and looked quickly away. "I hope to be going with someone, yes," he continued finally, without a lot of conviction in his voice.

"Who is Tetra?"

"You ask a lot of questions," said Ramiles, staring over at him.

"You're risking my life. I feel entitled to ask," said Gilmar.

"Knowledge is a dangerous thing in this city," said Ramiles. "The less you know, the better off you are. I'll leave you now. If you're still in Migifa when I come back in the autumn, I'll try to see that nothing happens to you."

"You seem assured of King Oroc's success," said Gilmar.

"I told you. He's righteous," said Ramiles.

"I think he's mad," said Gilmar quietly. But Ramiles was already moving towards the door. It opened and closed and he was gone.

Dawn was breaking as Ramiles slowly walked through the city to where the donkeys and carts gathered to take the workers out to The Factory. He was joggled along staring down at his feet. And when he began to work, a great listlessness seemed to hang over him. Urales and Dramo tried to joke with him about his missing outer garment the way older men will with a younger man they suspect of having been somewhere he shouldn't. Sailors. We all know what sailors are like. Ramiles felt it hard to respond. They gave him some of their food at mealtime and he worked on. It was a relief to escape from the place when the shift finally ended. He journeyed back to the city, silent, brooding, and preoccupied.

As he walked back through the town towards the small market, he wondered what he could say to her. He could tell her he had the money now if she could sell the jewels, which he was sure she could. There was nothing to stop them going now. They could go together. He hoped against hope that he could change her mind, but he knew in his heart that he couldn't. What could he say to her'? Wish me luck. I'll be back soon. Wait for me. Don't die when Oroc sacks the city. I can't leave without you.

He was looking at the ground and feeling worse than bad when he walked through the door at the outside of the tenement building. In the gloom, the figure of a man appeared in front of him.

"Ramiles?" the voice said softly.

He stopped and leant forward a little, trying to search the face, then suddenly swung his arm behind him, but not soon enough. There was a bag over his head and he was plunged into darkness, kicking and butting and cursing as men tried to pin his arms. But he struggled to no avail and the vapours of something masked with cloves made him faint away.

He couldn't see much through the bag when his eyes once more flickered open. He was lying on a hard, hard floor. It was hard and cold. Apart from the floor, everything seemed as it had when he was taken to Sackment Island. He suddenly gasped as he felt the fear of that place, and tried to calm himself. He told himself he could do it like the thousands of others who'd suffered and died there on his father's whim. He could die there like anybody else. He'd almost died there once before. If he could forget about Tetra, it held no terrors for him. He wasn't scared of dying then. He was scared of losing her. By going to Sackment Island again, he'd have lost her for sure. He'd probably lost her anyway. He'd nothing to be scared about.

Then he heard the sound of someone shuffling across the floor. He braced himself for a blow as this person bent down towards him. Then his head jerked back. Someone was pointing smelling salts at him.

"I'm conscious," he said.

"I'll take the bag off your head if you promise to behave yourself," said the voice. It wasn't a rough voice. It sounded rather cultured.

"My hands are tied behind my back," said Ramiles. "Are you afraid I'll bite you?"

"Just promise me you'll behave," said the voice calmly.

"Of course, I'll behave. I'm a son of King Zergon. I learnt my manners early."

Then he felt a draw string being loosened near his navel, and the sack was pulled over his head. He was looking at the sandals and the white robe of a chamberlain. Near the top of his head was a carpet of deepest red. The chamberlain moved aside and he could see the stairway which led up to the throne. The King was looking down at him, resting his chin on his elbow, the thumb and forefinger slowly stroking his lower lip. Ramiles hadn't recovered from the surprise at seeing him there when the King spoke.

"Ramiles," he said, then sighed. "Ramiles, what am I going to do with you?"

--------------------------------------------------------

                                        CHAPTER TEN

Ramiles managed to get himself round to a sitting position on the floor and looked -up at the King. Zergon continued to stroke his bottom lip as if deep in thought, but his eyes never left Ramiles. He stared down at him. Then he sighed again as if worn down by care. Then he stopped stroking his lip and slapped his hand down on the arm of the throne.

"Loosen his hands and bring him a chair," he said as if to no one in particular.

Several of the young men in white robes were in the room, standing back some distance from the throne. They hurried across the marbled floor. His hands were unbound and a seat appeared at his back. Ramiles looked around a little warily, uncertain as to how he should act.

"Leave us alone," the King said and the audience chamber

 quickly emptied. "Sit down," said the King. "You look uneasy standing there and we have a lot of things to talk about." Ramiles sat down and didn't know quite what to do with his hands. First he folded them, the quickly rested them on his knees, and told himself not to move them again.

"I hear you want to go to Ingistat," said the King, just a hint of disappointment in his voice. Ramiles caught his breath. "Don't deny it," said the King.

"I wasn't going to," said Ramiles, gritting his teeth.

"Then you're a fool," said the King.

Silence hung heavy in the air for a moment or two. The King began to spin a golden tassle which hung down at the end of a cord from his black hood. The fingers of the other hand began to drum on the arm of the throne.

"You do know this is the greatest country on the planet," said the King, suddenly leaning forward, speaking in a voice heightened by irritation. "A man can bring up a family in this country and be sure there will be food on the table every day of the week!" he shouted, pounding his fist on the arm of the throne. Then he paused as if trying to calm himself. "I'm proud to be King of such a country!" he suddenly bellowed.

"There are poor people in this country," said Ramiles quietly.

"Poor people? If you want to see poor people, go to Ingistat! It's full of poor people!" the King shouted. Nothing else was said for a moment or two. The King breathed deeply, but still seemed agitated. Ramiles stared down at the bottom of the dias.

"I hear you were going to fight for King Droc. Is that true?" the King asked quietly, yet as if amazed.

"Yes," said Ramiles, without looking up.

"Why?" the King asked.

"Because I wanted to go somewhere else," said Ramiles quietly.

"Ingistat is practically all there is of Irabania now, apart from here."

"Why do you want to leave Eurania?" asked the King.

"Because I know I am not your son," said Ramiles. He didn't really know why he'd said that. He'd just said it. Somehow, it had a disquieting feeling of truth about it.

"What are you talking about?" said the King, a quiet undercurrent of anger in his voice.

"I can't believe I was sent to Sackment Island by mistake. And I don't believe there 'was a conspiracy against me. No one would send their own flesh and blood there," he said. "I wouldn't send a dog to die there. I'd slit its throat first."

"How can you not be my son?" said the King without passion. "You were brought up along with my other sons. You were brought up as my son."

"But I'm not your son. Am I?" asked Ramiles, looking up into the King's face.

"This is nonsense," said the King, dismissing the very idea  with a sweep of his hand. "Now, tell me why were you really wanted to go to Ingistat." Ramiles said nothing then, but looked away. "Do you think he's the Hidden One, the one who has been kept away from the enemies of God until this time?"

"It's near the end of the millenium. Even the seasons are behaving strangely," Ramiles said quietly. "If he does what the Hidden One is foretold to do, maybe it doesn't matter if it's true or not."

"WeIl, it's not true," said the King with certainty in his voice. "Believe me."

"How can you be so sure?" said Ramiles, looking him squarely in the face.

"I know because he was four years here as a hostage after the last war!" shouted the King, standing up, furious with Ramiles for daring to look at him like that. "I know he hasn't been alive for four hundred years hiding away anywhere! I know all this and you should know it too, you ingrate, because he is your brother!"

Ramiles, dumbfounded, kept looking up at the King. He couldn't believe he'd heard that. The King seemed suddenly deflated. He waved his hand dismissively, as if he'd made a mistake and could live with it. Then he slumped back down onto the throne.

"I was going to tell you," the King said, looking away. "But perhaps not so soon." He sighed again.

"You mean, you are not my father?" said Ramiles softly.

"I am not your father," said the King, looking at him directly.

"Is this the truth this time?" asked Ramiles, almost pleading yet angry.

"Yes, it is," said the King.

Ramiles turned his head aside and looked blankly down at the floor, trying somehow to absorb this. His world had suddenly turned upside down. He was not the King's son. The man whom he had loved and revered, then hated and despised, was not his father.

"Who am I'?" Ramiles asked, finally looking up again.

The King clasped his hands together on his lap, then placed them on either arm of the throne as if now resigned to this.

"More than twenty years ago, after the last war with the Ingistats, I demanded two hostages from their royal family, the eldest son and the youngest son. You were only a baby. King Oroc was almost a young man. He could remember his own land and, after a time, he escaped. When he became King there, he had all his family killed. Soon after, he declared himself the Hidden One. Ingistat is no different from here, Ramiles," said the King, looking at him with some semblance of pity marked on his face. "It's bigger, it's poorer and, if anything, the bpeople are even stupider. You can convince people of anything if you tell them it often enough. But you, Ramiles, are his brother, his sole surviving relative. He knows that. I know that. Now, you know that. No one else knows it. Nobody alive anyway. So what do you think he'd do if you went there and told him who you were?"

"I don't know," said Ramiles, looking down at the ground.

"Well, you can't be the Hidden One, hidden away God knows where for hundreds of years if you've got a younger brother, can you?"

The King sat back on his throne for a moment or two, allowing it all to sink in. "Forget about Ingistat, Ramiles. You wouldn't last a week there," he said finally.

"I still don't understand why I was sent to Sackment Island," said Ramiles. "Was I sent there to die?"

"No," said the King. "I should have had you killed. You were supposed to be held hostage against their good behaviour. It was difficult though. I was going to attack them, you see, not them us. Never mind," he said, waving that little problem away with a gesture of his hand. "Your cohort was going to war and I didn't want you to get hurt. In this game between King Oroc and I, you may be useful yet, Ramiles. Besides, I wanted you to learn about life," said the King.

"What'?" said Ramiles in disbelief. "On Sackment Island?"

"What did you learn?" asked the King. Ramiles didn't say anything. He looked away. "Well?" said the King. Still, Ramiles didn't reply. "Maybe you learned that the King, your father, wasn't so godlike after all, perhaps not so forgiving and forgetting if you fell into berror. Eh?" said the King with more than a hint of mockery in his voice. "If you've learned tha't I'm just a man like you are, then that's to the good. You need to learn fast, I don't want you to be ignorant. There are quite enough ignorant people in this kingdom."

The King paused for a moment then, but Ramiles didn't respond at all. He was feeling stunned again that the King was not his father. He really wasn't his father. He was free and frightened somehow.

"Have you learned anything else since you left the Palace?" said the King.

"I found out that the workers do not love you," said Ramiles, without looking up at him.

"I don't want them to love me. I need them to fear me," said the King. "And what about the woman?"

"What woman?" said Ramiles, not lifting his eyes from the floor.

"The woman you were living with. Does she love you?" the King asked.

"No," said Ramiles, shaking his head.

"Do you love her?" asked the King, not without a semblance of gentleness.

"No," said Ramiles. He wasn't sure then whether he wanted to be in love with her or not.

"Then why did you escape from the Palace and go and live with her?" asked the King.

"I won't be locked in anymore," said Ramiles. "I'd been on Sackment Island a lifetime, it seemed. I just wanted to be with a woman." He could hear the King chuckling deep in his chest at that. It was the kind of answer he wanted to hear. "She didn't know who I was," said Ramiles.

"I hear she's quite a woman," the King said. "Do you know she's procured abortions for some of my wives and concubines?"

"No," said Ramiles, still not looking up.

"That's not allowed," said the King evenly.

"What are you going to do with me?" Ramiles asked, looking up at the King, his face devoid of fear. It was as if he didn't care enough to be frightened. He just wanted the subject changed. He didn't want to talk to anyone about Tetra.

"I want you back in the Royal Guard, at least, eventually. Before the campaign season. And I want you to be around. I want you to learn something about government," said the King.

"I don't want to stay in the Inner Palace," said Ramiles, looking up then. "I don't want people spying on me."

"People will spy on you wherever you stay," said the King.

"But I was used to my room in the Outer Palace. I'd feel more comfortable there."

"Fine," said the King. "It'll be arranged."

Not long after this, Ramiles was taken by a chamberlain to the gate which led to the Outer Palace. The chamberlain stayed behind at the gate and Ramiles felt strange walking on alone. Somehow it was difficult to believe that he was really alone and he looked around for prying eyes in the windows of the courtyard. He didn't see anyone watching him.

Maybe the King knew there was nowhere for him to run to. So he walked on through two more courtyards until he came to one reserved for junior officers of the Royal Guard and minor members of the Royal Family. The buildings in that part of the Outer Palace were of three stories, with windows looking down on benches and fountains, flowers and grass. He went through the archway and up two flights of stairs, then through the door into his room, the one he was used to staying in when he wasn't sleeping in the barracks at the edge of the old town.

It wasn't a big room. There was a table and two wicker chairs, a bed and a cupboard. Like almost everything else in his life, there was something spartan and a little severe about it. It was a place for sleeping. Ramiles lay down on the bed with his hands behind his head, but he didn't feel like sleeping then. He wanted to piece together everything that had happened over the last few days.

But after a moment or two, he felt desperate to see Tetra, and it would have been easy. All he had to do was walk down to the little market and rap on her door. But he knew she wouldn't have gone Ingistat with him had he seen her earlier. She didn't love him. He loved her and he wanted to harden his heart, but felt unmanned by how much he loved her. He felt pathetic and he wanted to hate her for it. Then he told himself to try to feel indifferent. Then he tried not to think about her at all.

He suddenly got up and began to pace the room, going up and down, up and down. He wouldn't beg, plead or in any way humble himself, so he couldn't go and see her. But he couldn't get her out of his mind. He paced the room, feeling trapped. He wanted to scream. He'd have to go somewhere, do something. Walk it off. Suddenly, there was a knock on the door.

Ramiles stopped in his tracks and stared at it. He hadn't heard anyone approach the door. There was another knock. He stole over to the bed and lay down with his hands behind his head. The door wasn't locked. A shouted a come in and Lerion stuck his head round the door. Ramiles jumped up and embraced him. Lerion had a flagon of wine and two mugs with him. They sat down on the wicker chairs and began to talk.

"I've become the Commander of the Royal Guard, Ramiles. Congratulate me!" said Lerion. Ramiles was more than surprised.

"But you were only a centurion, like me," he said.

"I know. But I was made Commander as soon as we got back from the penal colony. I nearly fell over. But what with all the heads being chopped off and the King wanting someone younger, it was over to me. I think he thought I was stupid enough not to be a risk."

"I'm amazed," said Ramiles. "Congratulations, honestly."

"Well, sometimes I'm not so sure it's a great idea," said Lerion, looking a little forlorn.

"What? It's the top job in the army. You're the boss. You'll be as fat as a barrel in no time. That's right! Promote me," said Ramiles, laughing.

"I think I'll have to," said Lerion. "I've just been speaking to the King."

"What about?" said Ramiles.

"You," Lerion replied quietly. "He knows we're friendly. He asked me to come and find out what's on your mind."

"Thanks for telling me," said Ramiles. There was a pause in the conversation then as if both felt awkward about going on. "What are you going to tell him?"

"What would you like me to tell him?" said Lerion.

"Tell him I think he's godlike, almost divine," said Ramiles. 

Lerion smiled over at him. "That's just for the ordinary people," he said.

"You mean, you'd don't believe he's the infallible wonderment he says he is?" said Ramiles.

"I have to see him every day," said Lerion. "It's better if the people think he's like that, but I don't have to." Lerion took a big slug of wine right then. "Why did you come back, Ramiles?" he asked.

"I didn't come back. I didn't leave. I was brought back," he said, "with my hands tied behind me and a sack over my head."

"But where were you?" Lerion asked.

"I had a job in The Factory," said Ramiles.

"What?" said Lerion, amazed. "I mean, what for? I thought you were getting out of the country."

"The priests found me first."

"WeIl, they would," said Lerion.

"But they wouldn't have expected me to be in The Factory, Lerion. Someone betrayed me. Do you know who it was?" Ramiles asked.

"No," said Lerion. "But I'm getting to know how things work in this country. I'll find out if you like."

"I think I know," said Ramiles.

"What are you going to do about it?"

"What should I do about it?" asked Ramiles.

"You know what you should do about it. I'm surprised you're not dead already. Chop, chop, plop. Head on a spike. Goodbye, Ramiles. You don't have much choice with a betrayal like that, do you?" said Lerion.

"No," said Ramiles.

"Good," said Lerion. "I'll tell the King you think he's godlike, almost divine and that you're going to kill whoever betrayed you. That should satisfy him. He'd probably approve."

"You don't like spying, do you?" said Ramiles, after a short silence.

"I like soldiering. I liked being a centurion. I liked the other centurions. There are quite a lot of things I don't like about being Commander of the Guard," said Lerion as if hoping to be prompted.

"Well, what?" said Ramiles.

"Our father has some funny tastes, Ramiles. I'm bound to be invited to certain functions and I think I'd rather not have to go. Not that I'd object to the odd bit of slap and tickle, orgies every now and again even. But it sometimes gets out of hand, from what I've heard.  just don't like it," said Lerion.

"But what is it you don't like'?" asked Ramiles, leaning forward. "Spit it out."

"Cruelty," said Lerion. "I don't find cruelty arousing. I'm glad I'm here tonight. He'd got a basement under his apartments rigged out with stuff you wouldn't believe. No windows, you see. You can't hear the screams. I think he's got someone in there tonight. She'll be lucky to get out alive. Maybe not. Here, have another drink," said Lerion, sighing. "Loosen your tongue. Be indiscreet." Lerion poured two glasses and almost drained his straight away. "How I'm supposed to stay sober around here I don't know." Ramiles sipped his drink.

"You don't seem too happy with your promotion, Lerion," he said.

"You do know what happened to the last Commander of the Royal Guard, don't you?" said Lerion.

"Purged?" said Ramiles.

"Purged," said Lerion. "With an axe. The King assured me it was a bit blunt. So I just try to concentrate on my work and ignore everything else. Bloody working day and night as well."

"How are things with the army?" asked Ramiles.

"Well, the half that's left are pretty miserable really. Did you hear about the King bringing in mercenaries?"

"No," said Ramiles. "I haven't heard anything."

"They should be arriving in a month or so. He's trying to keep them out of town by sending them straight from the harbour up towards the Plain of Gordinel. Bloody useless, of course. They'll take the money and run. Or King Oroc' s army will eat them up."

"Do you think Oroc will win?" asked Ramiles.

"How can he lose?" said Lerion, resigned to it. "Half the soldiery probably think he's the Hidden One."

"What do you think?" asked Ramiles.

"He's following the prophesies. He's doing all the things he's supposed to do. I think he might just be who he says he is," said Lerion. Ramiles smiled.at him.

"That's just for the ordinary people," he said. "Anyway, I don't want to be part of a defeated army, Lerion. You're the top soldier around here. Isn't there anything that can be done about it?"

"Sure there is. Get rid of the King," said Lerion.

"Can I trust you?" asked Ramiles.

"Can you trust anyone in this kingdom these days?" Lerion replied. Then they both looked at each other rather intently. "The King's leading us into disaster," Lerion continued, his voice almost hushed. "Do you know who is the second most powerful man in this kingdom? Huh? It's me. I'm in charge of the King's security. Ultimately, I control who goes into and out of the Palace. If the King were to die suddenly, I'd have a major say in who would be the next King."

"Are you sure?" asked Ramiles. "What about the priests?"

"The priests are important, but they're not soldiers. They'll accept whoever they're told to accept. Just like everyone else in this rotten kingdom."

"Well, I think you'll make a fine king, Lerion. What is it your soldiers say of you? Hard but fair," said Ramiles, smiling over at him.

"But I don't want to be king," said Lerion. "I'd just like to die in my bed."

"Well, who would you like to be king then?"

"You," said Lerion.

"What?" said Ramiles.

"You fit the bill," said Lerion. "You're a hero. The people love you. The army loves you. You're the most popular man in the kingdom apart from King Droc. 'You could make a deal with him and save all our skins," said Lerion. "You're the man for the job."

"I don't want to be King," said Ramiles, flattered despite himself. "I don't want an axe across my neck either. And I don't know the formula for the elixir."

"I told you there's a torture in a basement under the Royal Apartments, Ramiles."

"And I don't want to find myself in it," said Ramiles.

"We could find out the formula in that basement, Ramiles. He wouldn't think twice about doing it to you. Even if we lost the elixir, it would be worth it."

"But he's our father," said Ramiles.

"He's a danger to our family and our country," said Lerion. "And I think he's going off his head. Who knows where he'll strike out next?"

"I think we'd better forget we had this conversation, Lerion," said Ramiles, looking worried. Perhaps it was better not to think about things like this. He knew it was better.

"You'd make a good king, Ramiles. I know you. You wouldn't chop my head off, would you? I mean, you're not that kind of person. You haven't got it in you."

"Who knows?" said Ramiles. "Different circumstances, Lerion, and we could be different people."

"But you wouldn't cut my head off, would you?" Lerion insisted.

"No, I don't think I would."

"See? Bugger' it!" he said suddenly. "Let's have another drink! Let's get roaring! Gad, I can't drink in public anymore in case someone tells on me! Can you believe that? The second most powerful man in Eurania and I can't even get drunk when I want to!"

Lerion drank over the next hour or so as if he didn't want to see, or hear, or feel anything anymore. He wanted to blot it all out, but he was a strang man and used to drinking. So he drank and drank while Ramiles kept him company aver a glass or two. Then he lay down on Ramiles bed and started to snore, more from exhaustion than drunkenness.

There was a knife and sward attached to his belt, which was lying an the floor by then, Ramiles took the knife and left the Commander of the Royal Guard where he lay,

It wasn't quite midnight. The inn where Gilmar was staying was still busy when Ramiles looked in through the door. Carousing soldiery and drunk women. A camp follower was standing on top of a table lifting her skirts when the fighting started. The table was overturned. The innkeeper ran over armed with an iron bar which appeared in his hand from under the bar as if by magic. Ramiles glided passed the onlookers to the melee and started up the stairs. He rapped an Gilmar's door and after a moment Gilmar opened it.

"Came in," he said.

Ramiles walked into the room without saying anything and turned to look at Gilmar. Gilmar smiled slightly then began to look askance. There was something about the way Ramiles was staring at him. Slowly, Ramiles put his hand inside the robe he was wearing and withdrew the knife. He kept staring.

"I can't think of one reason why I shouldn't kill you," he said quietly.

-------------------------------------------------------------------

                                    CHAPTER ELEVEN

After Ramiles left Gilmar to go and work in The Factory for the last time, Gilmar looked down at the scrolls of vellum lying there on the table. Then he looked at the bed. He'd been up all night and felt exhausted. He remembered how the sage from the monastery he'd come from had gone into a kind of shock for days after he had the terrible dream.

Gilmar wondered what was in the scrolls. Perhaps it was better not to know. If he didn't read them. he'd be able to pack up and begin his journey back to the monastery the very next day. Somehow he didn't think he'd be able to resist reading them, but he'd resist for a while and sleep on it first.

He slept heavily, for over eight hours. When he awoke, he didn't look at the scrolls at first, but went downstairs and spent quite a long time over the first food of the day. It was evening already and he felt a little out of sorts, so he went for a walk and ended up at the library. He told Eripedes about finding the scrolls.. Eripedes asked him what the scrolls said. Gilmar told him he was scared to look.

 He could easily leave them unread and go home. He wanted to go home. Eripedes giggled at him and said he was obviously dying to read them. Go back and read them, he said.

When Gilmar left Eripedes, he kept walking. He walked and walked, but finally found himself back at the table in his room. He picked up the scrolls. There were only five sheets. He looked down at the first one once again. IS IT 996? His hands weren't shaking. They felt quite steady. So he put the first sheet down and the one after that, and began to read the next.

During the year 996, not far from Magifa, it said, two brothers, one good and one bad, will lead rival armies into an epic battle. The evil one will triumph over the good. Then the planet will fall into chaos and destruction, the like of which has never been seen before. Civilisations will collapse and whole populations will starve. Death and disease will consume the world.

On the fourth sheet there was a story of a sage who looked at his student one day and knew for certain that the student would be dead within the month. He told the student to go on holiday back to see his parents. On the way back home, the student was crossing a river when he saw a group of ants afloat on a leaf. The student felt sorry for the ants which were surely going to be drowned. He picked up the leaf, andwent back to the shore, and saved them. Then he continued across the river on his way home. Over a month later, he returned to his teacher's house and the teacher was amazed to see him.

On the fifth and last page it said:

I HA VE SEEN WHAT I HAVE SEEN

CHANGE IT IF YOU CAN

Gilmar stared down at the writing on the last page for some time. He was feeling a little homesick, but he couldn't go home now.

That's when he heard the rapping on the door. After he let Ramiles come into the room, he had a good look at him as he crossed the floor and turned to stare.

"I can't think of one good reason why I shouldn't kill you," said Ramiles.

Gilmar looked at the knife and looked at Ramiles face. Ramiles didn't have to say anything else. It was all in his face, in the look Ramiles was giving him. Gilmar understood that Ramiles was dangerous, perhaps through some imagined wrong he felt duty bound to redress with violence. The Iraban were like that. Hot blooded. Gilmar's first instinct was to dissipate the anger.

"What can I say?" he said, making a gesture with open palms and trying to seem more relaxed than he felt.

Ramiles stared on, then began to chew on his bottom lip as if a little uncertainty was working on his determination. Then, suddenly, he tossed the knife from the palm of his hand into the air and caught it, without having to look, in his fist.

"Admit that you did it and I'll kill you quickly," he said, not taking his eyes off Gilmar for a second.

"Did what?" asked Gilmar quietly.

"You betrayed me to the King!" Ramiles shouted at him.

"Why should I do that?" said Gilmar, before suddenly pulling in a breath. Ramiles seemed about to lunge.

"For money!" he shouted. "To save your skin! I don't know why! You tell me!"

Gilmar stood quietly for a second or two and then began to feel the anger rising in him. He tried to watch it and not become immersed in it, but his breathing began to quicken and he felt himself grow hotter.

"I gave you precious stones," he said, his voice with a quiet intensity. "I helped you and all I've ever received from you is abuse! I rode once in the horde of the Zemon Khan!" Gilmar's voice was rising then. "I've killed men who would make you look like a mere stripling, and you stand there with your little knife and say you're going to kill me! Kill me? Kill me then!" he shouted at him. "Come over here and do your best!"

In a rage, Ramiles rushed across the room and was about to plunge the knife into Gilnar's chest when Gilnar seemed to be falling away in front of him. Then Gilmar's back turned and the heel of his right foot was sinking into Ramiles body just below were the rib cage joined. And there was sudden darkness before he found himself on his knees trying to suck in a breath. Then he was falling forward and his arm was going up his back, and he began to scream out in pain. Then the pain stopped and Gilmar wasn't behind him anymore. He looked up from where he was lying on the floor and Gilmar was standing over by the doorway. He was holding the knife.

"I'm sorry," he said, quite impassively. "I shouldn't have lost my temper." Ramiles began to get to his feet, still wondering a little shamefacedly how that had happened. "Here," said Gilmar, tossing the knife over to him. "You'll probably stand a better chance if I turn my back on you," he said, then turned round. He felt the wind from the knife swish passed his ear before it thunked into the door.

"Don't turn your back on me," said Ramiles quietly. "I'm not

that good."

"And I'm not as good as I thought I was," said Gilmar, facing him again. "This journey has taught me that much. Maybe that's why I'm on it. But you don't really want to kill me, do you?" he asked.

"I tried my best," said Ramiles. "There are some things you can't allow to pass. Now I don't know what I'm supposed to do. You betrayed me to the King, didn't you?"

"But I told you I didn't. And I didn't," said Gilmar.

Ramiles sat down on one of the two chairs at the table. Gilmar sat down on the other one. Nothing was said for a moment or two, then Gilmar asked if Ramiles would like something brought from downstairs.

"Why are you so kind to me?" asked Ramiles.

"You deserve it," said Gilmar, enigmatically. "Why do you think I betrayed you?"

"Someone did. The priests found me. The King knew I was wanting to go to Ingistat. He knew I was going to follow King Oroc."

"And now you're not going to?" said Gilmar.

"It seems he's as big a liar as my ..." Ramiles caught himself before he said father... ''as King Zergon, " he said finally. He was looking downward then and didn't notice whether or not Gilmar had observed the hesitancy.

"Well," said Gilmar. "Well, well. First you believe in King Zergon and then you believe in King Oroc. Who do you believe in now?"

"There doesn't seem to be anything or anyone left to believe in," said Ramiles. "Does there?"

"Don't ask me," said Gilmar. “I believe in scepticism."

"Some people in this kingdom look on Zergon as if he were God," said Ramiles, looking more than a little downhearted.

"That's idolatrous," said Gilmar. "Idolators through the ages fasten an this or that religious figure as exhausting the the infinite essence of the divine. It leads inevitably to dogmatism, fanaticism and parochialism," said Gilmar.

"Is that what you see in us?" said Ramiles, looking up.

"In almost everyone. Almost everywhere," said Gilmar, "among the so-called religious. Dogmatism, fanaticism, parochialism." 

"So what kind of God do you believe in?" asked Ramiles.

"I told you. A sceptical one." i

"That's not much help," said Ramiles.

"Maybe I'm not much of a monk." They both fell silent. "Did you ask the King why your name was not on the Royal Register?" Gilmar asked finally.

"I asked him if he was my father," said Ramiles, not looking up this time.

"And what did he say?" Gilmar coaxed.

"He said he was," said Ramiles, lying.

"Let's hope that's true," said Gilmar, remembering the prediction about the good brother dying at the hands of the evil one.

But Gilmar wasn't convinced. Another silence filled the room. Ramiles seemed very preoccupied.

"Are you still wandering who betrayed you?" asked Gilmar.

"Yes," said Ramiles.

"Make sure you're right this time before you try stabbing someone else," said Gilmar rather unkindly. "How do you know you were betrayed anyway? You might just have run out of time."

"No. The King knew about Ingistat," said Ramiles, looking down at the floor. He didn't want to think.

"Well, who else did you tell?" Gilmar prompted.

"Look, I have to go now," said Ramiles, suddenly getting up and moving towards the door. He pulled the knife out of the door and stuck it back inside his robe.

"Will I see you again?" asked Gilmar.

"Do you want to see me again?" countered Ramiles.

"I still think you may be destined for great things. I'd like to help if I can, but I'm not sure you know what you want."

"I know what I want," said Ramiles. "And I don't want to be king of anything. I want to believe in something. Anything. Even just a little thing. And I want someone to love me, just for being me."

"That's what mothers are for, Ramiles. Only mothers can love you like that."

It was after midnight when Ramiles left the inn, but the square wasn't completely empty even at that time of night. The occasional cart still clattered down the cobbles from the direction of the Palace. Light shone out from coffee houses and from an inn here and there as he skirted the small marketplace on his way to the other side.

But the sights and sounds barely made an impression on him as he walked along absorbed in himself, preoccupied yet trying not to think of anything at all. He just wanted to get around the square, go up some stairs and rap on a door. After he'd asked some questions, he just didn't want to feel like the saddest, loneliest, lost soul in the whole wide city of Migifa.

 So he climbed the dark stairs and knocked on her door. For a long time she didn't answer it. When she did, she was wearing a shawl over her head and had a veil covering her face. She gave a kind of gasp when she saw who was standing there.

"I thought you'd... I thought," she stammered a little weakly.

"Did you think I'd leave you without properly saying goodbye," he said, a little archly.

"Come in," she said. "Come in."

She bade him pass and he walked down to the room with the powders and herbs. There were only two candles burning and the place seemed much darker than usual. He sat on a chair by the table and she sat at the edge of a small sofa so that she faced towards the bed and not towards him. He said nothing for a while, just looked ahead. Then he heard a kind of whimper coming from her direction and he looked over.

She seemed huddled somehow. She still hadn't removed the veil or the shawl from over her head. His insides suddenly felt weak and he thought he might begin to weep. But he clenched his jaws together and determined not to. He was going to be strong, stronger than he'd ever been about anything.

"There's something I've got to know," he said quietly. She didn't respond. He looked over. She seemed to be rocking back and forth a little. That was all.

"There's something I've got to know," he repeated as evenly as he could. He thought he heard another soft whimpering sound coming from her, but he wasn't sure that time. He wanted her to say something, but she didn't. "There's something I've got to know," he said once more. "Did you inform on me to the King's men?"

"Yes," he heard her say very quietly.

"Did they come for you or did you go to them?" he said bitterly.

" Ramiles, Ramiles, you don't understand," she said sadly.

"You've broken my heart," he said, looking down. "I'll never trust another woman for as long as I live. I'm going now. Goodbye." He got up quickly and was almost passed her when her head suddenly jerked round.

"What about me?" she said, almost with a snarl. "What about how I feel? Doesn't that matter?" she demanded.

"You betrayed me!" he shouted angrily. "I wouldn't have betrayed you. But you betrayed me! Nothing else matters!" .

"Well, what about this?" she shouted back, tearing off her veil. Even in that bad light he could see her face swollen and distorted by the bruising, the red, yellow and blue bumps rising from her cheeks and around her eyes. "And this! And this! And this!" she screamed, pulling the shawl away and the wrap from around her body, tearing everything away until she stood there naked. Ramiles reeled back, frightened by what he could see.

One of her breasts was covered in bite marks where teeth had sunk in and drawn blood. There were whip marks on her ribs, and hips, and legs. A trickle of thick blood ran down from between her thighs.

"Look at me!" she shouted, shaking with anger. "Look at what your father has done to me! Just look at it! Look at it!"

Then she fell to her knees and began to sob uncontrollably. Ramiles wanted to move towards her and do something, anything. He started to move after a moment or two, but she seemed to sense this and raised her head, the anger spitting out of her now.

"This happened to me because I loved you! I didn't want to let you go! Why go to Ingistat when there's evil enough here for all of us? You can find it on every paving stone where your father lays his feet! And what do you want to do? Run away to Ingistat! For what? For what?"

"Tetra..." he said, immobilised yet trying somehow to reach out.

"Kill the bastard!" she shouted, beating her knees. "Kill him! Kill him!"

"Tetra..." he said again, almost mute, feeling powerless against her power, still and fascinated.

"Get out of here!" she shouted, staring up at him. "Get out of here! I never want to see your face again! Do you hear that? Get out! Get out! Get out!" she screamed out, pointing to the door.

In the light from the two candles, blood glistened on her back from whip wounds. She was still screaming at him in hate, and hurt, and rage as he fled from the room.

"Get out! Get out! Get out!"

-------------------------------------------------------

                                   CHAPTER TWELVE

Ramiles walked up towards the Palace from the small market square. Clothes hung drying from pulleys strung between the tall tenement buildings lining either side of the narrow street, but neither the sound of linen fluttering on a sea breeze nor any other sound seemed to impinge on the space he moved in. It was as if he was numbly searching for feeling as he walked slowly uphill. There was just his face, or rather the eye sockets he was staring out of. There wasn't really very much feeling at all.

He didn't know much about life, and he didn't know enough about women, and he didn't know anything about loving someone. Now, it seemed, he didn't even know how to feel. Perhaps he didn't know what he was supposed to feel, as if he was in a moment of time when all the feeling had just closed down for lack of recognition. But he could walk, so he walked on up the hill. When he got to the top, he didn't know if he'd passed anyone or not.

There was a bottle shop in one of the Outer Palace courtyards on the way to his room and he stopped there. There was no one else in the shop bar the shopkeeper and himself. The place was filled with bottles and casks and barrels.

"What can I do for you'?" said the man, trying hard to smile through his uneasiness.

Ramiles tried to speak so that he could tell the shopkeeper what he wanted, but the words wouldn't come out. He felt so slow and must have looked either stupid or dangerous standing there.

"Are you alright?" asked the man, forcing himself to look closer into his face.

"Two bottle of plum brandy," Ramiles managed to say.

As he walked away from the bottle shop, he knew he was lucky somehow. He wasn't thinking about so many things, but he wasn't thinking about the way she looked. He wasn't thinking about the bruising and the blood, and he couldn't hear her screaming at him. He knew that it was because of all this that he couldn't think or feel much, and he knew that was why he was numb, and he knew that's why he was lucky.

Soon he suspected he might be maudling drunk in the worst way. He might be weeping and howling, crawling around on his hands and knees, and banging his head off the wall. His knuckles would be bleeding. He'd find them covered in scabs the next day, but he knew he'd remember almost everything that happened, and how he felt. He wanted to roll about in his own vomit. He wanted to be pathetic and he wanted to remember every second of it.

He was glad that Lerion was still asleep on the bed. If he hadn't been there, he have had to have gone looking for him. Ramiles gave him a shake. It took a little effort, but Lerion finally came to.

Then he splashed his face in some water and lopked in remarkably good shape considering what he'd drank just a short while before. He even seemed quite cheerful.

"Did you go for some more to drink?" he asked, nodding over at the two bottles on the table. "What a good idea!" he said, going over to look at them. When he picked up a bottle, he didn't seem quite so sure.

"Plum brandy?" he said, looking down at Ramiles who was sitting on one of the chairs by the table.

"I liked the colour," said Ramiles. Then he felt a great relief sink through him. He'd managed to say that perfectly adequately. Everything was going to be alright. All he had to do was sit there and form words in some kind of sensible order.

"I'll drink to that," said Lerion. Then he poured them both a drink. Ramiles drained his glass immediately, and grimaced. Lerion stood over him to pour another drink and Ramiles drained that glass as well.

"That's it," said Lerion, sitting down on the bed. "You can pour your own drinks if you're going to drink like that! One minute you're a total abstainer hey, wait a minute. How long have I been asleep?"

"Oh, not long," said Ramiles. "An hour or so. You seem remarkably sober considering the state you were in. Here, don't hog the drink. Pour me one," he said, holding his glass out towards the bed. He downed another glass, but sat nursing the next one.

"There's my knife?" said Lerion, looking around the bed.

"Here it is," said Ramiles, tossing it across. "I borrowed it to kill Gilmar, the foreigner, when you were asleep."

"Did you kill him?" asked Lerion, quite matter of factly.

"No," Ramiles replied. "I was going to, but he kicked me in the stomache and took the knife off me." Ramiles began to giggle and laugh then, and felt a little hysterical.

"What?" said Lerion in disbelief.

"Yes," said Ramiles. "He is a tricky one!" Ramiles drank off the glass of brandy and opened the bottle which was on the table for another one. "Do you know he came to Eurania just to find me? You want to know why? He seems to think I'm going to be a king! Do you believe that? Little old me?" Ramiles began to laugh then, but it was quiet and sardonic, not a bit hysterical.

"I'd like you to be King," said Lerion. "I told you that. I was serious. You're the man for the job," he finished quietly.

"But to become the King, I have to kill the King. Is that not so?"

"It would be a help," said Lerion. "If we're going to have a plot, two plotters is just about the perfect number for it. You and me. But you said you didn't want to kill him."

"No, I didn't say that," said Ramiles, leaning into the space between them. "I said I didn't want to be King. But I've decided that I'd like to kill the King."

"What made you change your mind?" asked Lerion. "Was it what happened with the foreigner?"

A sudden strained look came across Ramiles face then. He took another sip of the drink and rubbed his tongue around his bottom lip. Then he realised he could manage. As long as he didn't talk about it. He could cope. He took another sip of the drink.

"No, it wasn't the foreigner," he said finally. "It was something else. I might tell you about it sometime. Anyway, I don't mind killing him. Somebody has to. It might as well be me, but I still don't know if I want to be King."

"Don't worry about that," said Lerion, a little eagerly. "I'll organise that. Don't worry. I'll take care of it."

"But why can't you do it?" asked Ramiles. "I mean become King."

"I'm not the one," said Lerion. "It would be resisted by the family. I'm head of the King's security. It would look worse than bad if I became King after an assassination. I just want to die in my bed."

"King Zergon won't if I've got anything to do with it," said Ramiles. "Well, you're head of his security, Lerion. Tell me how to do it? Do I stab him, or poison him, or what?"

"I have some poison," said Lerion. "I keep it on me. I got it just in case. I really don't think I'd like getting my head chopped off. It's tasteless apparently, and fast acting, and very sure. But he doesn't trust his shadow. His orphans prepare and taste his food. Trying to poison him would be a last resort. If you were to stab him, you'd have to get close and I might not be able to save you. You stab him and someone might stab you. Now, the best way if from a distance. This is where you come in, Ramiles. Bow and arrow. Far enough away so that there isn't even a culprit."

"But how am I supposed to get a clear shot of the King?" asked Ramiles.

"Tommorrow," said Lerion in a quiet voice, "there's a procession with the King and the High Priest. It's the day the elixir gets mixed. They go straight down the square at the centre of the Inner Palace. They'll be in full view for several minutes. As you know, there's a tower at each corner of the Inner Palace. I'll make sure one of them has no one in it. You can get to it from the Outer Palace and escape to the Outer Palace. The best place to shoot from would be there. "

"That's not an easy shot to make, Lerion," said Ramiles, . shaking his head. "The elevation would be a problem."

"There aren't many people who could make a shot like that, Ramiles, but you might just be one of them. Do you think you could do it?" asked Lerion.

"I'd like to try."

"Any closer and I couldn't guarantee your safety if you missed," said Lerion. "I don't know what he'd do to you if you were caught. "

"If I have to hit him from the tower, I'll hit him from the tower," said Ramiles.

"It's very short notice," said Lerion, starting to look worried.

"The sooner the better," Ramiles replied.

"But the bow and arrows?" said Lerion. "I'd have to find some excuse to go to the storerooms tomorrow to pick them up. It'll look suspicious, won't it?"

Ramiles began to smile and then put his head back and started to laugh. It didn't sound all that pleasant a laugh, but he laughed and laughed rather drunkenly.

"What's the joke?" said Lerion, unimpressed. "What's so funny? Is it not going to happen after all?"

"Oh, it'll happen," said Ramiles. "It all fits. Don't worry. I'll get a bow."

Then Lerion began to talk about what he'd do when the King was dead, about who he'd speak to and how he'd get things settled. Ramiles just let him talk and he began to feel much better than he could have hoped. When Lerion staggered out of the room a short while later, Ramiles didn't feel like rolling about in his own vomit, weeping, wailing, or behaving badly at all. He lay on the bed and giggled a bit.

He felt fine because he was going to do something. He didn't like waiting and he didn't like uncertainty. The prospect of action made him feel positive. Any kind of action. As long as he didn't think about Tetra he'd be alright. Then he did start to think about her. He quickly got off the bed and drained what was left in one of the brandy bottles.

Then he went over to the window and looked out at the stars. Then he looked down into the courtyard. Everything was still. Perfect peace reigned.

"I'm going to be King!" he shouted out as loudly as he could. "Do you hear that? I'm going to be King!"

When he awakened, he didn't feel as bad as he deserved to. His face felt stiff and his mind felt numb, but he wasn't in any pain when he left his room and went out in search of Gilmar. He found him sitting alone at a table outside the inn where he was staying. The market was bustling with dark robed figures and Gilmar seemed most distinct in his foreign clothes. Anyone else in his position might have been a little ill at ease, but he looked tranquil and self contained, the way he usually looked. There was shade netting over the little space in front of the inn and Ramiles pulled down his hood as he took a seat opposite.

A continual flow of people were passing, but they passed and it seemed safe enough to talk there.

"Hullo," said Gilmar, seemingly not surprised at seeing Ramiles there.

"I'm always asking you for things," said Ramiles.

"It just seems like that," said Gilmar. "All you've ever asked me for is money."

"Yes, I thought I'd better give you these back," said Ramiles.

He unhooked a pouch from his belt and passed it across the table. Gilmar looked inside. It contained the jewels he'd taken from the dagger. "I didn't think to give you them when we last met," Ramiles said.

"Jewels aren't much use to a dead man," said Gilmar with a kind of ironic smile on his lips. "Did you find out who betrayed you?" he asked.

"Yes," said Ramiles.

"And are they dead now?" asked Gilmar, his eyebrows rising.

"It was a she. She's very much alive. Maybe she's lucky to be alive. Maybe she's unlucky. It's hard to say. We didn't have much of a talk," said Ramiles, managing to mask any emotion he might have felt.

"Sounds all very enigmatic," said Gilmar. "I trust you didn't stab her anyway."

"No. I didn't hurt her at all. Not in that way anyway. She'd been hurt enough. The King raped her, and abused her," said Ramiles as matter of factly as he could.

"Are you sure about that?" said Gilmar, finding it hard to believe.

"Yes, I'm sure," Ramiles replied. "I'm worried about her. I wonder if you'd visit her for me," he said.

"Why don't you visit her yourself?"

"I don't think she wants to see me," said Ramiles. "She's called Tetra. She runs an apothecary and clothes shop at the other side of the square. She lives in the flat above the shop. You can't miss it."

"Do you want me to go now?" said Gilmar, about to rise.

"No," said Ramiles. "After I've left. There's something else I have to ask you."

"Ask then," said Gilmar.

"Remember the bow you offered me on the galley from Sackment Island? Is it serviceable and do you still have it?"

Soon after, Gilmar was taking a cloth package from under the bed in his room and unwrapping the bow. There was a quiver of arrows enclosed with it. Then he rummaged in his pack at the foot of the bed and produced some twine. He started to string the bow. Ramiles picked up one of the arrows and felt the weight and balance of it. Then he looked down it's length.

"Are you a good archer?" asked Gilmar without taking his eyes off the task in hand.

"I tend to win competitions," said Ramiles. "I'm good, but I'm rusty. I'll need some practise. These arrows seem a little heavier than the ones I'm used to. The bow looks shorter."

"It's old for a bow, but the men who made it knew about bows. It'll last a long time yet. What are you wanting it for?" he said, still without looking up.

"I'm going to kill the King," said Ramiles. "This afternoon."

Gilmar looked up rather slowly at that. "Is it because of the woman?" he asked.

"Maybe that's just an excuse." said Ramiles. "He deserves to die. But maybe he doesn't. He deserves to suffer. Anyway, someone has to kill him. What he did to Tetra helps, but it might as well be me,"

"Why?"

"Because I want to change the world," said Ramiles.

"Every time I see you it's a different story," said Gilmar, going back to his task. "You want to join King Droc. Then you want to kill me. Now you want to kill the King. Will you find that easy? He is your father, isn't he?" he said, looking over at Ramiles then.

"He's never been a father to me, and I've never had a mother because of him. If I can bring myself to kill him, he deserves it. He's made me what I am," he said rather coldly.

"You sound quite ruthless," Gilmar observed.

"Ruthless people get things done," Ramiles replied. The hair stood up on Gilmar's neck when he heard him saying that. "Besides, you said I might become a king. This is the only way I can become one."

"It's not fated. Nothing is. It has to be a choice. Do you want to be King?" asked Gilmar, watching his face.

"If that's what it takes to change this place, then so be it. I want to turn this country upside down and give it a good shake. But I'll need some help. Some impartial advice. Will you help me, Gilmar?" he said, using Gilmar's name for the first time.

"Let's wait and see if you can shoot straight first," said Gilmar.

When he left Gilmar at the inn, Ramiles had the bow and arrows wrapped up in the cloth. He walked towards the outer areas of town until he reached the smaller, white buildings with the flat roofs further on. Donkey carts moved between the town and The Factory at all hours of the day and night, so it didn't take long before he hailed one and jumped on board. 

After they reached The Factory, he got off and kept walking till he came to a wheat field lined with gums trees. No one seemed to be around when he was ready to take up a shooting position.

Then he tried to compose himself and remember how this was done. His consciousness had to be acutely aware but still, his body moving and positioning itself with mindfulness, the arrows flying into their targets, sucked along on a wave of concentration. He pulled back the twine and aimed for a tree trunk, and missed. But that didn't bother him. He wasn't used to the bow or the arrows, but the bow felt good, the way it had felt when he first picked it up on the boat from Sackment Island.

He had sixteen arrows in the quiver. He shot them off one after the other, then walked across the field to retrieve them. There was a large tree there, maybe eight feet across, but steps had been cut into the trunk and it wasn't hard to climb. He went up as high as he could go and shot off the arrows from there. After he'd done that, he thought he knew enough about the bow, but he wasn't as confident in his shooting as he would have liked. He was rusty. He was out of practise. He was still good, but he just wasn't sure if he was good enough.

Practising any longer wasn't going to help, so he collected the arrows and set off back to the road. After he climbed onto another near empty donkey cart, he didn't have to say anything to anyone before he alighted. On the walk back through the town, he concentrated on calming his mind. He didn't want to dwell on what he was going to do. He just wanted to do it.

He told himself to go forward one step at a time and began to count the steps. When he reached five, he went back to one again. He walked on. He became aware of the parts of his sandals as they touched the ground, then he began to count his breaths. One to five, then back to one again. Soon enough he was in his room in the Outer Palace. The procession wasn't due to begin till later in the afternoon, when the sun would be less biting, so Ramiles lay down on top of his bed and tried to sleep through the heat just like most of his countrymen.

He wakened with a start and felt immediate panic. He knew he was late before he turned over and looked out the window. But then he was certain. Looking down at the length of the shadows in the courtyard below, he cursed then hurried on his outer robe as he went rushing along the corridor with the bow and arrows wrapped in a cloth under his arm.

Down in the first courtyard, he didn't want to draw attention to himself, so he tried not to break into a run. Furious with himself, his mind was screaming out for him to run, was telling him that it didn't matter if he drew attention to himself, was telling him that the first thing to be sure of was not to be late. Soon he was going through courtyards were people were milling around through the cafes and shops, and it wouldn't have mattered if he'd been running. Anyone with eyes in their head could see that he was hurrying to get somewhere, but he managed not to bump into anyone in his haste, and no one stopped him from hurrying by.

The last courtyard was empty. There was no one there at all. He pulled the hood across to veil his face and walked evenly across the rectangular area. But he started to run as soon as he reached the spiral staircase which led up to the top of the minaret. He threw off the outer robe and was pouring sweat and breathing hard when he finally reached the viewpoint.

There was a big crowd down there, filling the large Inner Palace square. The procession had begun. A walkway had been erected from the base of the stairway leading to the King's private apartments, and from there it reached out into the middle of the square before turning at a right angle towards the entrance to the temple. Ramiles knew the King was already on the walkway, but he couldn't see him.

He could see the canopy which cast a shadow for the King to walk in. He walked on and away from the position Ramiles was in, so that soon Ramiles could see the bottom of his robe, and the bottom of the robe of the High Priest. They were walking almost side by side, but Lerion had assured him that the King always walked slightly behind and to the left.

Ramiles was staring, his eyes bulging as he sucked in air. He told himself to calm down. He knew what he had to do and when he had to do it. The King would keep walking away from him until he could see his whole back, except for his head. Ramiles would have time to shoot the arrows before the King turned side on. He knew what he had to do. He told himself to calm down. There was a good ten seconds between him reaching the viewpoint and having to lift the bow.

This wasn't a rehearsal. He wasn't standing in a field now. But he didn't feel calm and mindful and aware and concentrated and all the things he should have felt as he went into position and raised the bow. He could see all of the King's back up to his shoulder blades. That was all he had to see, that and nothing else. The target was everything.

It had to seem huge and unmissable. He took a long breath and pulled back the bow string. He told himself everything was going to be alright. Then he let fly.

                                --------------------------------------------------

                                     CHAPTER THIRTEEN

While being dressed by his personal servants in preparation for the ceremonial mixing of the elixir, King Zergon didn't feel quite there somehow. He was detached from everything, including what he'd done the night before. Torturing and humiliating and raping and everything else had been less than satisfactory. She didn't scream enough. She had cold eyes, that woman. She'd stared at him with her cold eyes. He'd had to blindfold her. When she couldn't fix him with her stare, she'd screamed a lot, but still it was less than satisfactory. Maybe she was too lean and hard. The helplessness of a truly plump woman had more to recommend it. A bit of blubbering might have been better. Fat blubbering, shaking, wiggling. But Tetra had just seemed to seeth.

Unconscious, she'd been better, but still not very good. Maybe he'd just taken too many stimulants. Bug eyed and sweating profusely, he'd given it all the manic energy he could, but he hadn't managed to orgasm until the depressants had nearly knocked him unconscious much later on. That's probably why things had that odd air of unreality the next day. Sleeping drafts tended to do that. He felt as if he was floating, just a little off the ground, and he was untroubled about feeling untroubled. Troubles enough awaited.

After the ceremony, he had meetings lined up with army commanders, with priests, with spies from Ingistat, with all kinds of people lasting well into the evening. Just then he was content to be dressed, and was looking forward to that strange sense of separateness he always felt while walking along the raised path towards the Temple on ceremonial days such as these. He'd float along and soak up the pleasant sights and sounds. There was peace in ritual.

By the time he stood on top of the steps which led up to his private apartments, King Zergon was feeling wonderfully regal. His household staff, all dressed in white, lined the steps on either side.

Before him the square was filled with colourful parasols. The air was festive. Local notables from allover the kingdom were invited by rotation to come here on ceremonial occasions. They brought their wives and children to look upon the royal person, a priviledge enjoyed only on special days.

They'd began to cheer when he appeared on the Palace steps and they'd keep cheering while he slowly processed all the way down the middle of the square and then round to the Temple itself. It was a different crowd every week and every week they celebrated the richness and power of the Kingdom of Eurania, blessing their good fortune to have been born a subject in such a country.

The High Priest joined him and the canopy was raised over their heads. They began to go down the steps and by the time they were on the walkway, the King's mind was pleasantly blank. He looked down at the line of soldiers alongside the walkway and at all the upturned, cheering faces peeking out from under the parasols.

Suddenly, he almost fell forward as a terrible, searing pain raced up the back of his leg. He turned and looked down and saw an arrow sticking out of his left calf. He stared down at it rather stupidly. He was bending down, about to touch it, when another arrow thudded into his right shoulder and span him round.

The world seemed suddenly silent after the crowd, as one man, let out a great gasp, almost of disbelief. The canopy and the High Priest seemed to have moved on and left him stranded. He screamed out in pain as another arrow ripped through his right forearm.

"Stop it! Stop it!" he bawled out, waving his arms wildly as he staggered back along the walkway. He felt totally alone and isolated, without aid or succour, as he stared about himself in panic and fear. Everyone else in the square seemed to be mesmerised, or paralysed with the horror of it. He cast his eyes upward and caught sight of another arrow as it arced through the air before embedding itself in the muscle on top of his left shoulder.

He span round and staggered and fell over. He was lying there on his back when another arrow thudded into his rib cage. Then he could feel his heart pounding and his field of vision began to go fuzzy at the edges, and contract. He couldn't hear his servants come running towards him. They surrounded his body with theirs, then picked him up and rushed him back towards his apartments.

Then he was inside the building, staring up at the ceiling and trying to remain conscious. But he slipped from consciousness into unconsciousness, and back again. Finally, he found himself staring up at the canopy of a very large bed.

"Where am I?" he shouted, trying to rise. The pain nearly made him pass out again. He looked down at his body and arrows seemed to be sticking out of him everywhere.

"You're safe. You're in your bedroom, your majesty," someone replied. A young face with a shaven head and a white robe was looking over at him. There was fear in that face and real concern. The young man seemed to be breathing rather heavily. "We've sent for your doctor. He'll be here soon, your majesty."

"Don't let anyone near me," the King pleaded.

"But you'll need treatment. The arrows..." the man was saying.

"Don't let anyone in here," said the King, groaning against the pain. "Have all my personal servants gathered outside. There are traitors everywhere. Not even Royal Guardsmen. No one. Let no one in."

"But who will tend to your wounds, your majesty?"

"Get me the foreigner, Gilmar. He's staying in an inn down at the small market. The librarian will know where he is. Send some people for him immediately. Don't let anyone else near me."

The King was terrified. Almost any moment he expected more arrows to pierce his body. He stared around himself in feat and tried desperately to stay conscious, stay alive. He was afraid of death which seemed to steal closer and closer as his field of vision began once more to close in from all sides. There was a pounding pulse at the back of his neck and he felt nauseous, staring down at his body which was sticky and oozing with blood. Then he rolled his head to the side and his eyes turned towards a great darkness

-----------------------------------------------------------

                             CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Ramiles stood sweating and staring as he let the first arrow go. It missed. He watched it fly through the air and strike the walkway about three feet behind the King. In something of a panic, he pulled another arrow from the quiver and shot it through the air. This time it struck the King on the leg. Ramiles felt himself pull in a shocked breath and then he fumbled for another arrow. This time the King was in clear view and facing towards him. Rapidly, he pulled arrows from the quiver and let them fly faster and faster, but with an increasingly steady rhythm. The King's arms were outspread now. Then he was stumbling, and hirpling, and spinning, and falling.

There was men in white robes surrounding the body, but Ramiles felt unable to stop then. Still, the arrows flew. Two servants dropped, then another arrow went into the King. Then another servant fell and the body was almost up the steps and there were no arrows left. Ramiles stood for a moment gasping and staring down at the scene below him.

Almost everyone in the square was staring after the King or towards the tower. The place was in tumult. People were screaming and yelling, and pointing up at him.

Then there was suddenly hardly any noise at all as he began to run down the stairs with the bow and quiver under his arm. He came across the outer robe he'd discarded on the way up. He stopped near the bottom and put the robe on, concealing the bow and quiver under his arm in the cloth. He was shaking and told himself to stop everything for a moment, just stand there and breath deeply. Then he stepped into the still bright sunlight and began to cross the courtyard.

No one was around. Not in that courtyard or the next one he crossed, or the one after that. He could hear the mob yelling now as they raced towards the tower, but he was beyond their reach by that time. He crossed the last courtyard and entered the building where his room was. Someone passed him on the stairs, but he didn't look into his face. He went into his room and tore off his outer robe, threw the bow and quiver into a corner, and flung himself onto the bed.

He covered his face with his hands, but he couldn't just lie there. He jumped up and poured some water from the jug into the bowl, then splashed his face. He looked out the window then listened at the door to the sound of not very much at all. In agitation, he paced the room, then lay on the bed, then lay on the floor. The floor seemed cool.

He spread his arms and legs a little and tried to feel the tiles at all the points where his body made contact. His heart pounded. His chest heaved. He lay there trying to calm down, but he jumped up again and paced the room once more. Then he tried to lie down on the bed. Then he splashed his face again and looked out the window.

And so it went on, it seemed for an age. He was lying on the floor when suddenly there was a faint knock on the door. He hadn't heard anyone come along the corridor and wondered if there had been a knock on the door. Maybe he'd imagined it. Then he heard it again. Rising slowly, he held his breath and approached the door as silently as he could.

Someone outside rapped lightly on the door once more. He opened it, just a little. It was Lerion. He opened it further and let Lerion slip in.

The Commander of the Royal Guard looked white with shock as he slumped into a seat by the table.

"He's alive!", he said, then put his head in his hands.

"What?" said Ramiles, leaning towards him in disbelief. "What?" he shouted.

"He's alive," said Lerion, looking up at him. "It's true. He's alive. I'm a dead man, Ramiles."

"How can he be alive? How many arrows does it take to kill a man?" he demanded to know. "I must have hit him six times!"

"I went to the Royal Apartments straight after they took him inside," said Lerion, almost unable to go on. His voice was choked, perhaps with fear.

"Did you see him?" asked Ramiles.

"No, they wouldn't let me in."

"Who wouldn't?"

"His servants. They were swarming all over the place, blocking all the entrances. But they said he was alive. He's still alive, Ramiles," he said, shaking his head and staring blankly as Ramiles paced up and down. "I'm a dead man," he repeated quietly, groping for the poison he kept in a purse on his belt.

"Lerion, pull yourself together!" Ramiles shouted, stopping and staring down at him. "You're the Commander of the Royal Guard for god's sake! Tell me what else you've done."

"What we agreed to. The crowd's been cleared and we've sealed the Palace. More of my men will be arriving from the barracks soon. No one can get in or out just now," said Lerion, managing to steady himself a little.

"Good. Go down to the Outer Palace gate and wait for the rest of your men. When they arrive, lead them to the King's quarters. Arrest all his servants and install your people there. Then go to where they're keeping the King and kill him." Lerion stared up at him for a moment.

Ramiles reached over and took the knife from Lerion's belt. "Cut his throat. Stab him. Do what you like. You've no choice. Be a man, Lerion. Do it or die."

Both of them stopped and stared at each other as the sound of men coming along the corridor reached their ears. They waited to hear if they'd stop further or nearer. They kept coming. Lerion got up slowly and stood against the wall behind the door. Ramiles was standing beside him, holding the knife. The footfalls ceased. Ramiles handed the knife to Lerion. The door was rapped. Then quickly rapped again. Ramiles opened it. Outside stood five or six of the King's personal servants, looking stony faced. Normally, they went about unarmed, but these were carrying knives and swords.

"The King wants to see you," said the one in front.

"What?" said Ramiles.

"His majesty wants to see you. Come straight away."

"Of course," said Ramiles as evenly as possible. "I'll just get my robe."

He pushed the door till it was almost closed and picked the outer robe off the floor where he'd thrown it earlier. He looked over at Lerion. Lerion held out the knife, his face tense. His mouth twitched a little. Ramiles took the knife and stuck it inside the belt under his robe. Then he opened the door once more. These servants had never looked menacing to him before, but they looked menacing now.

"Let's go," said the one in front.

         ---------------------------------------------------

                              CHAPTER FIFTEEN
For a long time after Ramiles left her apartment, Tetra sat quietly on the sofa covered with her robe. She just sat there. She didn't want to move around. There wasn't a part of her which didn't seem to be sore, but she throbbed with pain whether she moved or not. That's what she told herself, but although it was more painful to move. She moved so that she could stop the pain. Slowly, she made her way over to the bottles and tubs and boxes on her shelves and prepared a cocktail of narcotics in a glass, which she slugged down before making her way, painfully, back to the bed.

She lay there looking up at the ceiling in the dimness of that place and thought of the pain in an attempt to diminish it. Though it seemed to be almost everywhere, she asked herself where it was. Was it sharp or chronic? What size was it? What colour was it? But trying to reduce it by definition didn't make it go away. She felt herself fall into an ocean of pain and sorrow and sadness.

Though she might have saved Ramiles' life, she'd suffered for it, and thought then that she'd lost him. She didn't think she'd be able to love a man again after what had happened to her. Tears ran down the sides of her face and added more pain as they trickled over the rawness, the scrapes and bruises and scratches. But, eventually, the narcotics started to work. Her body felt swollen then turned to wax. She imagined it melt away and fell asleep.

When the pain awakened her, light was streaming through the windows. It was well into the morning. She didn't want to move. Then she moved and it was bad, but not as bad as she'd expected. She hobbled over to the shelves and prepared more painkillers. Then she lay back on the bed until she felt inured enough to get up again. She felt an intense desire to clean herself and, though it wasn't easy, she managed to get downstairs to the fountain in the square often enough to have a hip bath filled with water.

She'd made the water nice and warm. Then she just sat in the bath staring into the space above her knees for a long time. She was scared to look at her body and she didn't want to think about what the King had done to her. Had she thought about that earlier on, she'd have been too frightened to walk out the door. But she wanted to know how badly hurt she was and forced herself to look.

She started with her feet. The feet were alright. Not a mark. The injuries started at her ankles where the skin had been burned and broken by the thongs that bound her there. Her thighs were blue and red and yellow. Her vagina had been torn with whatever he'd used on her, but she told herself she couldn't have been that badly torn since she didn't lose that much blood. Women in childbirth were hurt more. The vagina would heal, she hoped. The blood supply was good there. Her anus was sore, but it hadn't bled. The rest was just bumps and bruisings and bite marks. She didn't think any of her ribs were broken. She could feel her face badly swollen down the left hand side. The King was right handed. She hadn't lost any teeth.

She sort of grunted and nodded with a kind of wry amusement. It was mostly due to the narcotics, but she'd been lucky considering. He couldn't have liked her very much. If he'd really liked her, she would have ended up dead, which was the way she'd expected to end up. She'd came to wrapped in a blanket in the back of a cart which was trundling down the hill from the Palace. She'd imagined they were taking her somewhere to finish her off, but two men in white robes carried her up to her apartment and left her there without saying a ward. 

Ramiles came to the door not long after. She didn't want to think about Ramiles. She wanted to float away an a cloud of painkillers. The water was stone cold long before she hauled herself out of the hip bath. She dried herself and wrapped herself and took same more painkillers before lying down on the bed. The combination of drugs she was taking would stop her dreaming and she was thankful for that. The dreams when they did came would be horrific, but nothing could have been worse than finding a strange man beside her bed when she next opened her eyes. His hand was stretching aut to her. Suddenly, she was bolt upright and screaming, and screaming, and screaming.

He hurried away, out of the roam, out of the apartment, she thought. She slumped back into the bed, her eyes wide and staring, her chest heaving. She had no idea who it had been. It was quite dark in the room with most of the shutters closed. Then she realised she hadn't heard the outside door shut. 

She told herself it must have closed when whoever it was left the flat. She had to make sure, but at first she was too frightened to move. Then she remembered and reached dawn for the cleaver she kept under the bed. After a little longer, she hobbled out of the room. There was even less light out there. Slowly, with fear rising, she realised there was a man standing at the end of the corridor, framed in the doorway.

"The door was open," he said. "You couldn't have locked it. I couldn't get an answer, so I walked in. I didn't mean to frighten you."

He didn't move either backwards or forwards. He just stood there. Someone asked me to come and see if you were alright," he continued after a moment. She stared, her fist tight on the cleaver, not daring to take her eyes off him. "Are you alright?" he asked finally.

"Go away," she said, her voice rasping and hard, and barely recognisable. "Shut the door behind you. Shout when you reach the first landing so I'll know you've gone."

"Alright," he said. "Ramiles told me what happened to you. I'll help if you'll let me. Do you need anything?"

"Go away," she said.

"I'm known at the inn straight across the square." Nothing was

said for a moment. "Perhaps I should come tomorrow."

"Stay away," she said.

"Ask for Gilmar," he said. She didn't say anything to that, but kept staring.

Gilmar shouted when he reached the first landing, then continued on his way to the square. The meeting with the woman had completely unsettled him. He hadn't expected her to seem like a wounded, angry animal, backed into a corner. He didn't know what he had expected.

Perhaps someone who needed help and wanted to talk. Maybe she did want to talk, but she didn't want to talk to a man. He felt bad and worse than useless. He didn't even know any women he could send to her.

By the time he reached the tables outside the inn, he felt less agitated. He tried to calm his mind. He ordered a mint tea and just sat there watching the people go by. Later on, the librarian came to see him and they talked for a while then passed the time playing a board game. The stallholders 'were beginning to pack up when a man came running down the street shouting that the King had been assassinated. He didn't look happy or sad, merely a bit hysterical.

People all around started babbling to each other and waving their arms around. Some shouted exultantly while others quickly slunk away. Eripedes jumped up and down, transparent with glee. Then rumour began to overlay rumour until no one was sure of anything anymore. But there was a kind of fever in everyone when Eripedes left for the Palace to see if he could find out more. Not long after that. Gilmar was surrounded by men in white robes carrying swords and clubs.

"Are you the foreigner, Gilmar?" asked a man standing right over him.

"Yes," said Gilmar.

"The King wants to see you," the man said.

"They say the King is dead," said Gilmar.

"Just get up and come with us," said the man through gritted teeth.

They hurried him along, up the hill and through the Outer Palace, and through the Inner Palace, and finally he was ushered into the King's bedchamber. The curtains around the bed were drawn. It was dark outside by then and the light inside was dim. One of the servants ushered Gilmar towards the curtains. Gilmar drew them back and saw King Zergon lying there conscious and breathing heavily, the sweat running off his face. The King looked frightened.

"You said once you could doctor wounds," Zergon managed to say.

"Yes," said Gilmar, looking down and trying not to show his horror. It was a long time since he'd seen arrows like that sticking out of a man.

"Doctor them then," said the King.

Gilmar shouted out for hot water, bandages, scissors, and something to disinfect the wounds. Then he cut off the King's clothes. Naked, the arrows looked much worse. All the wounds were oozing blood, but only the one in the King's ribcage looked really serious. The King was afraid of not being able to think clearly and refused anything to kill the pain. Gilmar stuck a wedge of cloth between the King's teeth and had some of the servants hold him down. There was moaning and groaning, and some screaming, but Gilmar seemed deaf to it all and continued methodically with his task. The King passed out and it took some time before all the wounds were disinfected and bandaged.

"You must have done some bad things in your time, King," said Gilmar as he finished tying up the bandage on the King's left calf.

"Why do you say that?" asked the King, far more assured and calm now.

"If you dish it out, you're sure to have to soak it up sometime," said Gilmar.

"Do you believe that?" said the King.

"It's happened, hasn't it?" said Gilmar. "It's what evens things up. It makes things fair, in the fullness of time.”

"I've dished out more suffering than I could soak up in a thousand lifetimes, foreigner," said the King, quietly.

"Then I hope you don't have to live them," said Gilmar. The King fell silent for a moment. Gilmar finished what he was doing. "Do you want me to go now?" he asked.

"Did you find the book of prophesy?" asked the King.

"Yes, I found it this morning," Gilmar replied, lying to him.

"What did it say?"

"It said that evil will triumph over good," said Gilmar.

"Then there's hope for us yet," said the King. "Did it say anything about Ramiles? Did the book confirm or deny that he would fight in a great battle?"

"It might have. It might not. Is he good or evil?" said Gilmar.

"Probably something in between," said the King.

"Aren't we all?" said Gilmar. "Unfortunately, the prophesies were rather vague. Can I go now?"

"What about the wounds? How badly hurt am I?"

"Nothing vital seems to have been hit. You'll probably survive if the wounds don't become infected. You've been lucky," said Gilmar.

"I don't feel very lucky," said the King. "On your way out, tell the servants to bring in Ramiles."

Gilmar looked startled when he heard the King say that, as if he'd been struck. The King didn't notice, but Gilmar didn't move and didn't say anything for a moment or two.

"Was there anything else?" asked the King.

"Are you sure you wouldn't like something to kill the pain and make you sleep?" said Gilmar, hesitating, unsure of what to do.

"No," said the King. "I've plenty to do. Someone just tried to kill me. What was that you said? If you dish it out, you'll soak it up. A good idea. The man who did this to me is going to be skinned alive. Go on. And have Ramiles brought in."

Gilmar walked away from the large bed as if pacing on warm coals. Seven or eight of the King's servants stood in front of the door of the chamber and spread out along that wall. Their eyes seemed fixed on his as he approached. Then several of them walked passed him on their way to the bed and their master.

"He wants Prince Ramiles brought in," said Gilmar to one of those left at the door. As Gilmar was going out, Ramiles was coming in. Gilmar was surprised to see hin free of restraint though grim faced servants were crowded round hin. They stopped. Their eyes met.

"How is he?" said Raniles, showing the strain.

"He'll live," said Gilmar impassively.

Ramiles noved his head back involuntarily, just a fraction on hearing this. But whatever was going on in his mind didn't show on his face. He just nodded before the servants pushed him passed and hustled him forward towards the bed. Gilmar left the room hardly knowing what to think.

The king lay on his bed propped up with pillows, his body covered by a white sheet. He looked sidelong at Raniles as he stood there with a group of servants standing uneasily at his back.

"Go back to the door," said the King in a voice which seemed low and a little gruff.

The servants bowed and moved away. The King looked above him at the canopy over the bed and Ramiles stared down at his face, very much aware of the knife, the handle of which pressed into his upper abdomen. He felt sweat bead on his brow and seemed intense and rigid somehow standing there.

"I didn't want them to hear what I have to say," said the King, still looking upwards. "I sent for you when I thought I might be dying. We should talk now anyway." The King paused for a moment then. Breathing hurt.

"None of us know when we're going to die," said Ramiles. He felt himself tremble a little. The King looked over at him.

"You used to love me once, didn't you?" said the King.

"More than that," said Ramiles. "I would have died for you."

"I'm glad you've gotten over that nonsense," said the King. Then he paused for a moment and gathered himself. "I want you to be King of Eurania after me." The King looked over in time to see the surprise jag into Ramiles face through everything else."

"I'm not of your family," said Ramiles hesitantly.

"I have so many sons. They'd be busy cutting each others throats from here to doomsday when I'm dead. I'll make sure you have the succession before then. I'll show you how to make the elixir. I want you to lead the army against Oroc. The people will know by then that you're not my son, but his brother. No Iraban would lie about something like that. Anyone who believes in him will doubt him then. He can be defeated still. Then you can unite the Kingdoms and all the Iraban and destroy the Juremi once and for all. You can become the Hidden One. It has to be somebody. None of my sons could do that. Your brother could, but he's a monster. You just might become one."

It took the King a great deal of effort to say that. His face was grey with pain when he finally finished what he had to tell him. He looked over at Ramiles whose face seemed to quiver with competing emotions.

"Have you nothing to say," said the King. Ramiles whole body seemed to shake. Tears squeezed from his eyes. "Don't thank me," said the King. "It's politics. I sent you to Sackment Island to die. That was politics as well."

"And cruel," said Ramiles.

"It kept you alive long enough for fate to be kinder to you."

Just then there was the sound of steel clashing against steel, of shouting and clamour coming, it seemed, from far, far away. The King didn't seem to hear it, but Ramiles was alert to the noise immediately.

"I want you to take over the Royal Guard in the meantime. I'll have Lerion executed. He failed me. Find whoever did this to me," he said, looking over at Ramiles who was glancing towards the door. The Kings servants had been looking uneasy. Now they hurried out of the bedchamber. The sound of men killing each other was a lot closer then.

"Can you hear that noise?" said Ramiles quietly, looking directly into the King's eyes.

"What is it?" he asked, a sudden fear crossing his face.

"It's the Royal Guard. They're coming here to arrest your servants for conspiring to murder you," said Ramiles, leaning closer to the King now. He'd been feeling sorry for the man lying helplessly before him, but then he'd started to remember Tetra and he wasn't feeling sorry for him any more.

"But my servants are nothing without me. They wouldn't do that," said the King, his eyes darting around in panic.

"I know," said Ramiles. "But Lerion will have them killed anyway. He would have come and killed you as well."

The King managed to reach over and grab Ramiles by the sleeve of his robe. His face was bathed in sweat, his eyes staring out of his head. "Don't let them! Don't let them kill me!" he gasped in terror. He was clinging onto Ramiles then, pulling him forward, burying his face in the front of Ramiles' robe. "Save me! Please, save me!" he pleaded.

"Don't worry," said Ramiles softly. "I won't let them kill you." He eased the King back down onto the bed. "Don't worry. Don't worry." The King was staring up at him then over towards the sound of the fighting which approached closer and closer.

"They're coming. They're coming," said the King, almost in a whimper. "They'll kill me."

"No, they won't," said Ramiles. "Do you want to know who shot the arrows?"

"What?" said the King, his eyes wide and staring at him.

"It was me," said Ramiles.

The King gasped and shrank back, and seemed to look at Ramiles as if seeing him for the first time. His body seemed to recoil as if by instinct. Like a frightened animal, his eyes searched Ramiles face for meaning, for comfort, but found none there. He loosened his hold on Ramiles' sleeve and lay back stunned and transfixed. Ramiles slowly drew out the knife. The King started to shriek and scream.

"Remember Tetra?" said Ramiles. "Well, this one's for her."

And he thrust the knife up into the King's body from under the ribcage. The King's mouth was agape as he felt the knife press in and squeeze up through his lung and pierce his heart. His back was arching, his eyes were bulging, his mouth was open wide for one last terrified scream.

"And this one is for the men on Sackment Island!" was the last thing he heard. "And this one's for being a liar and a cheat and a cowardly, murdering bastard!" Ramiles shouted out as again and again and again he plunged the knife into him.

There was the sound of shouting and fighting close by and  people were dying outside the door, trying to protect themselves and an already dead King. Ramiles was covered in blood and panting for air when the knifing frenzy stopped. He was sweating and straining and feeling quite mad as he began to pull the body towards the window. He looked out and the square below was almost filled with soldiers standing in formation, still and at attention. He hauled the body up and pushed it out the window, watching it fall down four storeys and pile into the steps below. None of the soldiers moved at first. Perhaps they didn't know who it was then.

"I killed him! I killed him! I killed the King!" Ramiles bawled out, standing up on the window fraIne. "I killed the rotten, murdering bastard and I want the world to know that I'm glad I did it! I'm glad! I'm glad! I'm glad!"

Then the-door of the bedchamber burst open and soldiers came flooding in. They swept towards him and tried to pull him off the window frame, but he shouted on.

"I'm glad! I'm glad! I'm glad!"

-------------------------------------------------------------------

                                   CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Ramiles was shouting and bawling and seemed half insane to the soldiers who pulled him down from the window frame and tried to restrain him. Soon the sounds of fighting and killing completely ceased and the bodies of the King's servants hadn't yet been hauled away when Lerion came into the King's bedchamber, and found Ramiles sitting on the floor beside the bed, looking morose, his clothes covered in blood. Lerion shouted some instructions to the men around the room then leant over Ramiles and helped pull him to his feet. Ramiles eyes looked dead and his face a little grey. Lerion guided him over to a table and sat him down on the sofa beside it.

"There are things to be done, Ramiles," said Lerion quietly.

"Do them then," said Ramiles without much feeling in his voice. "I've done enough today."

Lerion waited a moment and just looked at Ramiles, who seemed to be in a state of shock. There was a flagon of wine on the table and goblets. Lerion had been dying for a drink all day and poured the wine. Ramiles took a long drink from the goblet, spluttered a little, then filled it up again.

"There are things to be done, Ramiles," said Lerion once more, but Ramiles looked as if he hadn't even heard him. Lerion savoured the wine and drained the goblet. "We'll have to have posters circulated saying the King was murdered by his servants," said Lerion, starting to feel a sudden anxiety. He was glancing about the room now and trying desperately not to drink any more wine.

"I'm covered in his blood," said Ramiles. "I have it all over me." Ramiles drained the glass and then took a very long drink from the neck of the flagon. Then he stood up and started to remove his clothes.

"What are you doing?" asked Lerion.

"I'm tired. I'm going to bed," said Ramiles.

"But there are things to be done!" Lerion insisted.

"Do them then," said Ramiles. "I want to sleep. Leave me alone. "

The sheets on the King's bed were covered in blood. Naked, Ramiles went over and tore them off the bed before going to the wall and pulling down a large tapestry which hung there. He put that over the bed then tore down some curtains from the window frames. Then he threw these over the tapestry and crawled under them. Lerion had been watching him, half afraid, half amazed. Then he got up, turned on his heel and marched out the door.

Ramiles was taken with a fever and was delirious within hours.  Outside the windows of the room where he lay, soldiers built a bonfire and on this pyre Zergon's body was reduced to ashes. Doctors and nurses were called to Ramiles as he lay in the dead King's bed, but he didn't know they were there.

Around the town, rumour raged. Posters appeared saying the King was dead, slain by his servants, and that Ramiles would be the new King, to be crowned as quickly as possible due to the imminence of invasion from Ingistat. But Ramiles knew nothing of this. He sweated and writhed, and lived through the horrors of hell all through the night.

Come the morning, he was shaken, but more like his normal self. Lerion came to see him. He hadn't slept all night, but by the time he went to see Ramiles that morning, he felt relatively secure. Since he'd left Ramiles, Lerion had been busy speaking to army commanders, priests, and high ranking members of the family. No one had been told what they didn't need to know. The King's servants had killed him because of his sexual excesses. Everyone accepted that though most knew it to be a lie. So far the coup had been successful and Lerion couldn't believe how easy it had been. He found Ramiles sitting up in bed and told everyone else there to leave before pulling up a seat.

"You had me worried last night, brother," he said. "You seemed very ill."

"I think regicide might not be good for you," said Ramiles.

"He had to go," said Lerion. "He's gone. You showed great courage and you did the right thing. I've organised the rest. Everyone has found it wise to accept our version of events. Now, you'll be King."

"What do I know about being King?" said Ramiles.

"You'll learn fast. Are you feeling fit enough to go through with the coronation today?"

"Isn't that a bit sudden?" said Ramiles in surprise.

"The sooner the better," said Lerion. "Apparently, all you have to do is walk down the square to the temple, then sit and be bored out of your mind for a couple of hours. Are you fit enough for that?"

"I suppose so," said Ramiles without much enthusiasm.

"It'll be arranged for late in the afternoon. The coronation will be the easy part. Save your strength for the celebrations afterwards."

"What celebrations?"

"Don't you feel like celebrating, brother? You're going to be King of Eurania. You're the richest man on the planet. Why, you've got three hundred concubines," said Lerion, standing up and spreading out his arms with a smile.

"What am I supposed to do with three hundred concubines?" said Ramiles, still looking bemused.

"How many men would like to be faced with a problem like that!" said Lerion, laughing at him.

When Lerion left, Ramiles curled up in the bed and fell asleep. He lay there for most of the day, until some servants appeared and asked if he'd like to be bathed and dressed. They were just boys. He watched them from the bed as they filed in with water and filled a bath in an anteroom. Then they brought in robes which they draped carefully over some chairs. Three or four of them stood there in white tunics, waiting. Ramiles kept watching them from the bed. One of the boys had his head bowed and tears were running down his face.

"What's wrong?" asked Ramiles, but the boy wouldn't reply. He was trying not to sob. Ramiles asked him what was the matter once again.

"He was like a father to me," was all the boy managed to say.

Ramiles dismissed them and went into the anteroom to bathe. Nurses had bed-bathed him during the night, but he still smelt of blood. He'd wanted to tell someone to take his bed away and bring another, but he didn't know who to tell, and he didn't think any adults among the King's servants would have been left alive.

But when he finished bathing, he did manage to get some soldiers who were guarding the bedchamber door to have some food brought to him. That was a start, he told himself, as he tore into what was on the tray he was sent. Just give an order and see if anyone paid any attention at all. When he finished eating, he tentatively picked up one or two of the robes to be used for the coronation. He had no idea in which order to put them on.

He was wondering what he was going to do about that when there was a loud knocking at the bedchamber door. It was the High Priest, accompanied by two others. He saw the three of them standing there when he opened the door, but only allowed the High Priest to enter the room.

The man seemed reassuringly squat, and fat, and jocular, and Ramiles wanted to talk to him alone.

"Of course, I know which robe follows which, your majesty," he said, smiling down at the garments on the back of the chairs. "Terrible thing about the old King," he continued. Ramiles looked over at him.

"Being killed by his own servants and all that," he said, without the slightest hint of irony in his voice. He smiled over at Ramiles, an owl without a beak or claws who knew how to play this game. He liked being the High Priest and was going to be as helpful as he possibly could be. He'd start off by helping Ramiles get dressed.

It wasn't long before they were walking down through the King's apartments and down the steps towards the square, which seemed to be miraculously full of parasols and cheering people, more or less the same crowd who had watched King Zergon being struck down the day before.

He stood there looking onto the square, hardly believing his eyes, when the High Priest whispered for him to go forward. And forward they went down onto the catwalk, and they walked on. Ramiles looked groundward and could make out very faint stains where the splatters of blood had been hastely wiped away. He resisted the temptation to look over his shoulder and up at the tower he'd stood in the day before. He walked on and the people cheered, and cheered, and cheered.

After an age, it seemed, they finally entered the temple and Ramiles found it empty apart from himself and the High Priest, who was following on a pace behind. Ramiles stopped for a moment to look down the broad aisle stretching away in front of him. The huge doors at their backs clanged shut and he waited there, just standing and waiting for his eyes to adjust to the change of light.

It was cool and dim in there with the seats on either side of the aisle made of brown stained wood. The floor was intricately patterned in marble mosaic and at the end of the aisle was an long altar covered with a plain white cloth. Statues lined the walls which were inset with little altars and smaller candleabra. Behind the main altar was a gleaming throne set up on a raised dias. Pillars stretched way up to the ceiling which was domed above the altar. Gigantic burnished candleabra hung down above the centre aisle. The place was brown and golden, a syrup of light.

"In a moment people will follow us in and take their seats," the High Priest said in a quiet voice. "All you have to do is walk down the aisle and take your seat on the throne. At one point, I'll hand you the crown. You get up, put it on your head, and sit back down on the throne. That's all there is to it."

They walked down the aisle and through the knee high barrier of ornamental marble columns, which were joined along the top, separating the altar from the rest. Ramiles sat on the throne and the High Priest stood in front of the altar. They looked down the length of a temple with nobody in it. Just then it struck home though Ramiles could hardly believe it was really true. They were going to make him King. The High Priest rapped the staff he was carrying three times on the floor, the sound of it reverberating throughout the place.

The huge doors began to open and they could see the crowd being held back in the sharp bright light streaming in from outside. Suddenly, people were surging into the temple and filling up the seats nearest the altar. The place was nearly full when the people in the front seats were spoken to by priests. Arguments ensued. Soldiers spoke to these same people shortly after. Those people moved to the back. Discipline was restored. The service began.

There was singing and some incantations. Incense was burned and the priests on the altar, numbering upwards of twenty five, spoke to each other, and to the crowd, and to God, in an ancient language known only to priests. Maybe it was also known to God, but Ramiles didn't believe in any of that anymore. The audience talked among themselves throughout in low voices.

 Lerion was in the front row along with other high ranking members of the family and the army, and he fell asleep. His snores occasionally punctuated the service, but he wasn't wakened by anyone and didn't waken until the crowd broke into what seemed a spontaneous cheer when Ramiles finally put the crown on his head.

The crowd cheered and cheered, and the High Priest didn't know what to do to stop them. He looked uneasily at Ramiles. Ramiles looked out at the cheering multitude, stood up, and slowly raised his hands in front of him, then slowly lowered them. The cheering stopped perfectly on cue. It seemed magical. Ramiles loved it. He looked out at all the faces quietly looking back, then sat down again.

Soon enough, the temple was empty and he was alone in the place with the High Priest once more. As the door at the end of the aisle clanged shut, the High Priest approached the throne and bowed low.

"Now, that wasn't so bad, was it, your majesty?" he said, smiling up at him once Ramiles had asked him to raise his head.

"What do we do now?" he asked.

"We just go back the way we came," the man replied. "We separate at the steps in front of your apartments. Will you need me for anything else, your majesty?" he asked.

"I don't know," said Ramiles.

"We'll have to meet to mix the elixir," the man said, a little hesitantly. "But that's not till next Friday. Plenty of time. I'll come to see you before that. Of course, send for me anytime," he continued, as if even talking about the elixir made him anxious and he didn't want to talk about it anymore right then. "I'm your obedient servant," he said, bowing low.

The crown sat uneasily on his head. It was awkward and heavy, and he was worried that it might slip off and make him look ill omened on the way back. But it didn't. And the crowd was the same as before.

They cheered and cheered, and he didn't know why. As soon as they got into the King's apartments, he took the crown off his head and swung it along by his side until he reached the bedchamber. Lerion was waiting for him there. Ramiles slumped into a chair. He rolled the crown across the floor to where Lerion was sitting.

"Try it on, Lerion. It weighs a ton," he said. Lerion laughed a little uneasily, picked up the crown and placed it on the table in front of him.

"I don't think so," he said.

"Don't be a spoil sport, Lerion. It's just an old crown," said Ramiles.

"Tomorrow you may not think so, your majesty," said Lerion, smiling as he bowed his head.

"Cut it out!" said Ramiles, laughing at him. "But did you hear the crowd? How they cheered, eh?"

"I knew they'd love you, Ramiles. You're a hero, the man to be our King."

Ramiles looked away for a moment. "I don't feel like a hero or a king. I don't feel any different. What am I supposed to feel, Lerion?"

"You're supposed to feel like celebrating!" There was wine on the table and Lerion poured them a glass each. "And the celebrating starts right now!" he said.

He wasn't sure how much later it was when he found himself at the end of a long, long table in the banqueting hall. He didn't know how long he'd been sitting there staring in front of him. There was a woman lying on top of the table with her legs open, from the knees down hanging over the edge. Her pubic hair had been shaved off. He stretched out a finger and touched the skin. It was smooth. He stared and stared at every curve, and fold, and line. A large, long, phallic piece of fruit protruded from the lips and he pushed it in a little bit more. He heard the woman moan in a dazed kind of way. He could see her breasts and nipples but he couldn't see her face. She must have been quite young, but he couldn't remember what her face looked like at all.

The guests at the feasts had come mainly from the army. Some were of the Royal Family, but most of them weren't. He didn't recognise a lot of them and assumed they were friends of Lerion. All of his close friends had died on the Plain of Gordinel, but at least he recognised most of the people who took their places at either side of the table.

Everyone got drunk and ate like pigs. It might have ended like that, with some singing, some rowdiness, some horseplay, but Lerion appeared with some drugged concoctions in little golden thimbles. Soon after that, the erotic dancers arrived. They flooded into the big room from behind curtains at one end. Drummers appeared to accompany the dancing which took place mostly on the banqueting table.

As it grew rowdier and less controlled, more thimbles appeared with different tasting mixtures, and more women appeared from behind the curtain wearing less and less. Everything gleamed in a haze of drink and drugs. Jugglers and fire eaters appeared, but no one was paying them much attention. No one was wearing much by that time. Soon the jugglers and fire eaters weren't wearing much either. Everyone was joining in, the whole place on heat.

Different concoctions were offered to him. Long before the time he was staring between the open legs of the woman on the table, he wouldn't have been able to tell which. But he seemed to have missed a round of something since everyone else in the room was asleep, or not far from it. Then he saw someone crawl out from under the table a little further along and make for the door at the bottom of the room. There were lots of cushions with bodies sprawled over them down that side. On his way to the door, the man staggered a little and ended up staring down on someone. Instead of leaving right then, he started lazily fornicating with whoever was there.

Ramiles gazed back at what was on the table in front of him, then thought he'd better go. He wasn't sure where, but he was going to go anyway. Before he got to the door, the man disengaged from the woman and staggered out the door in front of him. Ramiles came to a halt and looked down at where the man had been. There were naked and almost naked bodies intertwined all around. Ramiles lay on top of the woman and began to fornicate with her as well. He orgasmed, but she didn't even waken up. When he managed to get back to his feet, he was surprised to notice that he was still half dressed.

As he staggered down the corridor, he couldn't see anyone there at all. He wandered through the Inner Palace and the whole place seemed empty. Maybe everyone was just asleep, but he'd expected to find someone standing on guard somewhere. There was no one. Then he realised that he was carrying the crowd. He still had it with him, swinging from his hand. Somehow it now made him feel separate and different, just as he'd felt separate and different when he'd been having sex with the woman in the banqueting room who knows how many corridors behind him. He wondered if this was the start of it, the start of being a bad king.

Separateness and loneliness must go hand in hand, he heard himself say as he stood for a moment staring down at the crown dangling by his side. Then he wondered where Tetra was. He hadn't felt separate when he was doing it with her. He'd felt as if he was part of the same thing. Then he heard someone moaning and realised it was himself. As he staggered along in a drugged, drunken, sodden kind of way, he heard himself cry, the tears running in streams down his face.

Someone was shaking him and he slowly came to. Lerion had him by the shoulder and he turned round. He was in his old room, the one in the Outer Palace. He remembered thinking that no one would kill him if he slept there. He forced himself to sit up. Lerion moved back and stood there somewhat ill at ease.

"Thank god I've found you," he said. Lerion nodded down at the crown which was lying on the pillow. "And the crown. The whole Palace is being turned upside down looking for you. How do you feel?"

"Awful," said Ramiles, rubbing his face.

"Only to be expected," said Lerion, matter of factly. But he didn't seem any the worse for wear. "We'll go over to your apartments, have breakfast, and talk."

Ramiles was sitting at the table in the King's bedroom. He felt better being there than in any of the numerous other rooms he could have been sitting in. Somehow he didn't think he'd ever feel at ease in this place, or in the position he found himself in. Dealing with servants was going to be a problem. Lerion had already appointed someone to be in charge of his personal servant corp. Normal service had already resumed. Hands were clapped and people appeared. 

When he had been a centurion, Ramiles and his batman were on first name terms. Any kind of grovelling or servility put his teeth on edge. He'd want to get to know all his servants by name, almost as if he needed their approval.

And as he sat there eating breakfast and listening to Lerion describe the political situation, he realised how difficult it was all going to be. He didn't know anyone well in the government apparatus. He didn't know how to pull the levers of power or even where they were located. But listening to Lerion made him feel less anxious. Lerion seemed to have learned fast and knew a lot. As a centurion, he'd been wasted. He was extolling the virtues of the priesthood as Ramiles finished eating and wiped his mouth.

" …a great idea of our great grandfather's," he was saying. "They run practically everything except the army. They keep the people under control, spy, distribute alms, and help execute the laws," Lerion said. "The whole government apparatus is under their aegis."

"They sound very powerful to me," said Ramiles. "Are they controllable?"

"The most wonderful thing about them," said Lerion, "is that most of them are totally sincere. They believe in the King."

"Which King?"

"Any King. It doesn't matter to them who the King is. God decides these things." Ramiles looked over at him rather sceptically. "Besides," Lerion continued, "they don't bear arms. Anyone who doesn't bear arms is controllable by people who do. Of course, the people hate them. That's good as well. They need someone to rely on and right now that's you."

"What I want to know, Lerion, is how to get things done?"

"What things?"

"Anything."

"Just ask. Ask me. Ask anyone. We're all here for you to command, brother. Just ask until you settle in. That might take a couple of years, of course, if we get that long," Lerion said, suddenly looking a little anxious.

"What do you mean?"

"We're in the middle of a war. The campaign season will be upon us in a couple of months. There's still King Oroc to worry about," said Lerion.

"We wanted peace with him. Didn't we?" said Ramiles, a little vaguely.

"Yes, we'll have envoys sent to Ingistat immediately to see if we can get some talks going. Anything to give us some time. The mercenaries might not arrive here for months yet."

"I thought we didn't want mercenaries," said Ramiles, feeling both disinterested and a little jaundiced by all this. "Unbelievers defiling the land and all that kind of thing."

"That was before I started counting heads. We just don't have enough soldiers left. It's as simple as that."

"Why did you want King Zergon killed, Lerion? I can't quite remember now," said Ramiles.

There was a kind of strained silence between them for a moment or two. "Let's not quarrel," said Lerion, a kind of half smile on his face. "Zergon couldn't get peace with the Ingistats. We might be able to. I hope for all our sakes we can." There was another silence then. "Look," said Lerion finally, a little exasperated. "You're the King. I'll help you. Just tell me what you want to do."

"I don't even know what questions to ask you."

"Well, have a good think about it," said Lerion. "I'm going to have a meeting with some army people just now. What are you going to do?"

"I think I'll go and see someone," said Ramiles after a moment's thought.

"Don't go anywhere without letting someone from the Guard know where you are," said Lerion.

"Huh," said Ramiles, smiling a little sardonically. "We just can't do what we want, can we?"

"No. We're important people. The whole country is relying on us. Who is it you want to go and see?"

"The foreigner," said Ramiles.

---------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

On the morning of the coronation of King Ramiles, Gilmar was sitting at his usual table outside the inn, occasionally sipping mint tea. He wasn't paying much attention to anything in particular though he liked to examine the hustle and bustle of the marketplace from time to time. Over the many hours he'd spent sitting there, he'd come to know the foibles and eccentricities of all the traders near at hand. Though he'd become something of a fixture, no one ever said hullo or nodded to him as they passed him by. But they knew he was there. 

They didn't know what he was doing there. One of the traders from a stall not far away had shouted something at him in a moment of irritation the day before. It irked him the way Gilmar could sit there, simply sit there for hours at a time. He wondered what Gilmar was thinking about and shouted something unkind. Gilmar hadn't heard him. And he wasn't thinking about anything at the time. He could clear his mind almost anywhere and fill himself with a kind of pleasant glow. He'd learned how to do that in the monastery and he'd just sit there like a pussycat well fed on a warm day. The trader had shouted once more. Gilmar looked over at him and smiled. 

But on the morning of the coronation of King Ramiles, he noticed a woman hurry along through one of the narrow paths between the stalls. She was veiled and slender and seemed to have some difficulty in moving easily. She came across to where he was sitting and sat down beside him. 

"You came to see me," she said while removing her veil. 

"Ah, you're the friend of Ramiles," said Gilmar. 

"I thought you were his friend. Are you?" she asked. 

"I've tried to help him once or twice," said Gilmar, hardly committing himself.

 "How?" 

"Well, I went to see you when he asked me to," he said. 

"There's a rumour going around that he's dying of fevers," said Tetra. "I could be of help. Could you get into the Palace to find out how he is?" 

"I don't think that's possible today," said Gilmar. 

"But I thought you were his friend." 

"No one is getting into the Inner Palace unless they have a pass for the coronation," said Gilmar. "I believe that's supposed to be for late afternoon. " 

"Then he won't be dying from fever," said Tetra.

 "It seems unlikely," said Gilmar. 

Nothing was said for quite a while after that. Gilmar looked out at the traders and their customers. Tetra looked down at her hands. She spoke first. 

"Some people are saying the King was killed by his servants. Do you believe that?" she asked. 

"I don't like telling lies," said Gilmar.

 "Then tell me the truth," she said. 

"That's how rumours start," he said. 

"I won't breath a word." 

He looked closely into her eyes and believed her. "I'm almost sure he was murdered by Ramiles," he said. She nodded and seemed happy with that. 

"Did you help him?" she asked. 

"I think I did," he said. 

"Then you did a good thing." 

" I'm not sure about that." 

"I am," she said. 

"He thinks you won't talk to him anymore," said Gilmar. 

"It's better if he stays away," she said, then abruptly got up and left Gilmar sitting there. 

On the next day at much the same time, Ramiles came by. He sat down next to Gilmar, covered as usual from head to foot in a black outer robe. Even his face was covered. But Gilmar knew it was Ramiles, mainly by the way he walked. After a while in that city, you noticed things like that. Ramiles uncovered his face. 

"I'm the King of Eurania," he said quietly, looking less than pleased with himself. 

"Well done," said Gilmar dryly. 

"Did you go to see Tetra?" Ramiles asked. 

"She wouldn't talk to me then, but I saw her yesterday," Gilmar replied. 

"How did she seem?" asked Ramiles, sounding as casual as he could. 

"She must be getting better. She's proud, like you. She doesn't seem to want any help." 

"Perhaps I'm not as proud as I used to be," said Ramiles. "Do you think she'll speak to me now?" he said finally, finding it difficult to ask. 

"She said it would be better if you stayed away." 

"Did she sound as if she meant it?" 

"She did to me," said Gilmar. Ramiles didn't say anything at all after that. He just sat there looking down at the table. "Becoming King of Eurania doesn't seem to have m3.de you any more cheerful," Gilmar remarked. 

"After what happened to the last one, are you surprised?" said Ramiles. 

"Must be terrible having your servants turn against you like that," Gilmar remarked. 

"The trouble is having servants in the first place. You clap your hands and there they are. It's ridiculous," he said. 

"You'll get used to it." 

"I don't want to get used to it," said Ramiles. 

"Then don't. Change it. You're the King, aren't you? You're the only man in Eurania who can do what he likes." 

"I'd like to go and speak to Tetra, but I can't," said Ramiles. 

"Don't mope," said Gilmar. "It doesn't look regal at all." 

"I feel terrible," said Ramiles. "I think I'll order myself a drink," he said, looking round for someone to hail. 

"Don't start getting drunk at this time of the day," said Gilmar, almost severely. "Look, Ramiles, you're the King. What kind of king would you like to be?"  

Ramiles looked directly at him then. "I want to be a good king. I want peace, and I want to do something for this country when the dispute with Ingistat is settled. There's no point in being King just to watch people bow and scrape in front of you. But I don't know how to be a king." 

Gilmar didn't say anything at all to that. The silence between them hung in the air. 

"Well?" said Ramiles. 

"Well what?" said Gilmar. 

"Well, have you any advice for me?" 

"Just listen to yourself, Ramiles. What else can I say? I've never been king of anything. Listen to what's deep inside you. You're not a bad person. I think I know this. You might have done bad things, but you're not a bad person. Not yet. You're a good person. You can do good. Just listen to yourself." 

"I don't know what you're talking about," said Ramiles, looking away dispiritedly. 

Then he turned the other way to the sound of Royal Guardsmen marching into the square. The company halted some yards away and the leader began to approach the table. 

"I'm not supposed to go anywhere unless I let someone know," said Ramiles, with a sigh. 

"Prince Lerion requests your presence at the Palace, your majesty," said the soldier, bending down so that he could whisper in his ear. 

"March off. I'll follow on," said Ramiles.  

The arrival of the soldiers had created quite a stir. After they'd moved off with Ramiles following on some way behind them, the trader who'd shouted at Gilmar kept looking in his direction in a sidelong kind of way. Gilmar stood up. 

"It was the King!" he shouted out, unable to resist. "He comes to ask me for advice!" 

Then Gilmar glanced once more towards Ramiles just as he disappeared into the entrance of the street which led up to the Palace. He was thinking about the predictions, about fate versus free will. He hoped Ramiles could stay alive till the year 996 was over, or at least until he was at ease with himself about leaving the city. Gilmar felt some responsibility for him and he didn't like that feeling. Feeling like a big fat pussycat nestling in a warm glow was vastly preferable. 

And as Ramiles walked up towards the Palace, he wondered about Gilmar. Gilmar never said much about himself really. It would have made him feel better if he knew why he was drawn to him, but it was just a feeling he had. Listen to yourself, he'd said. When he thought of that, he knew he wanted to gain control of the situation somehow. He was still a straw in the wind, buffeted this way and that, unable to chose without gaining some kind of autonomy. Then he wondered, as he followed the soldiers through the Outer Palace, what he wanted control for. As he began to consider this, his whole being slowly became suffused with enthusiasm. There was a great many things he could do. He was King of Eurania after all. 

He found Lerion waiting for him in the audience chamber. He was pacing back and forth in front of the throne in a worried kind of way when Ramiles entered and hurried towards him.  

"Lerion," he called out. "How good to see you!" 

"We've got things to talk about," said Lerion, looking very serious. 

"We certainly have!" said Ramiles sitting on the throne. He felt bouyant now, his mood in marked contrast to Lerion' s. "Remember Sackment Island, Lerion? Remember those poor men weeping because they weren't going to be executed? Well, I want them freed, Lerion. All of them. Every single one!" 

"What?" said Lerion, taken aback. "But the island is full of traitors." 

"And what were we?" 

"But the island provides special ores," Lerion protested. 

"If we need them, we'll pay for them to be mined. Let's have an amnesty, Lerion. A new start for everyone. Let's declare tomorrow a public holiday! How can we get this done? How can we get anything done around here?" 

"We tell someone on the High Priest's staff. They'll have the orders made out. You sign them. They carry them out. If they need army help, we have liaison officers," said Lerion, pacing around, looking groundward. 

"And while we're about it, let's cut the hours worked at The Factory. People there work far too long. Let's take, say, four hours off the working day for no loss of pay!" Ramiles smiled broadly, but Lerion stopped pacing then and looked at him rather disapprovingly. 

"They'll just spend more time in drunkenness and debauchery," said Lerion. "Working's discipline. They have to be disciplined."  

"No, they don't," said Ramiles. "I've been there. I know. Anyway, let them get drunk if they want to. It can't be worse for you than trying to breathe in that place, Lerion." 

"But we need them to work to pay for the war, damn it!" said Lerion in exasperation. "We'll need as much elixir as we can get to pay for the mercenaries," he said, then started pacing again. "Well, maybe we did. Maybe we don't now," he muttered, shaking his head. 

"You've forgotten something, Lerion. I don't know the formula," said Ramiles. Lerion stopped and looked at him, his jaw dropping. "We can't make any elixir," said Ramiles. Lerion looked so shocked that Ramiles laughed out loud. Lerion started pacing again. 

"This isn't funny, Ramiles," he said severely. "The King is supposed to know the formula. We'll have to fix this with the High Priest." Then Lerion stopped and swore loudly and long. "We've already promised money to foreign governments for soldiers!" he said. 

"We're back to mercenaries again," said Ramiles, throwing his hands in the air. "I thought we killed the King to stop the war! What do we want foreign soldiers for? Once they're here we'll never get rid of them." 

"It might not matter anyway," Lerion muttered again. Then he stopped and looked at Ramiles. "Look, Ramiles, let's not disagree. Not already. Not so soon. We'll look at the situation rationally and do what needs to be done." Then he started pacing again, worried now that things between him and Ramiles weren't going to go smoothly. He hadn't expected Ramiles to seem so impetuous and hot headed. 

"We won't disagree, Lerion," said Ramiles, coming off the dais to put his arm round his shoulder. He paced with him. "Look, let's have an  amnesty for the prisoners. That'll increase our popularity. I know it will. So will cutting the hours worked in The Factory. We'll get more workers if we need them. I've been thinking of getting rid of the caste system as well." Lerion's eyes widened when he heard Ramiles saying that, and his body stiffened a little, but Ramiles didn't notice, carried away as he was by the vision he had of the kind of country Eurania might become. "There are so many things we can do for this country, Lerion. It doesn't have to go on the way it's been. We can do what we want to. We're the King, aren't we?" said Ramiles, slapping Lerion on the back before returning to the throne. Lerion turned and watched Ramiles going away from him, sighing grimly. 

"Brother," he said quietly when Ramiles had sat down on the throne once more, "I didn't send the soldiers for you to talk about any of this. I've got some bad news. These notions of yours are going to have to wait. We haven't got months before King Oroc attacks. We've got weeks."

 "What?" said Ramiles. He looked at Lerion almost unable to believe what he was hearing. "Weeks? The campaign season won't begin until after the summer." 

"The High Priest relayed some information to me from friends we have in Ingistat. King Oroc is gathering an army and is expected to march for our border within a week. Now, our border is unprotected..." 

"He can't move an army in this heat! They'd be fried alive!" said Ramiles. 

"He'll march at night." 

"But there are mountains on his side of the border after the Plain of Gordinel! How's he going to get through them at night?" asked Ramiles. 

"It looks as if he's going to try, Ramiles. There's never been an army like his," Lerion continued quietly. "There's never been a leader like him. Nobody outside the Iraban nation wants him to succeed. He can't wait until we get help from abroad."

Ramiles sat there in silence for a moment. "What can we do?" he asked finally. 

"He wouldn't talk to our father," said Lerion. "We know that much. And he won't know yet that we have a new King. We can grovel a bit. Apologise for the invasion of his country. Pay him reparations. Let's hope he's prepared to negotiate with you." 

"Somehow, I find that unlikely," said Ramiles, remembering what Zergon had told him about them being brothers and how this might effect Oroc's claim to be the Hidden One. 

"He'll have to negotiate with you," said Lerion. "It's our only hope." 

"Some hope," said Ramiles. 

Lerion began to pace again, a few steps this way, a few that. Ramiles sat with his hands in his lap, the fingers interlocked, the thumbs tapping one against the other. The silence went on and on. Finally, Ramiles spoke. 

"The first thing we have to remember is that we're not fighting God almighty," he said. 

"Some people think he's just as good as," Lerion replied without stopping. 

"Some people thought King Zergon was just as good as God almighty as well," said Ramiles. "But he wasn't. Okay, Lerion, what have we got to do?" he asked. 

"I'm trying to think," said Lerion. "I'm trying to think." 

"The envoys will come from the priesthood, I assume. First things first. I want to see the High Priest straight away. Have him sent for immediately," he said. 

Lerion clapped his hands. Nothing happened. He clapped them again and still nothing happened. He looked at Ramiles, his face going red with anger. Then he looked away and bawled out a string of oaths at the top of his voice. A soldier came running through the door from behind a curtain and hurried towards the throne with his head bowed. Lerion did some more cursing then sent the man off with a message for the High Priest. 

"I want you to go and round up all the army commanders, Lerion. Get them here, all of them, straight away. I'll see them after I see the High Priest." 

"I'll go now," said Lerion, relieved that Ramiles was taking control. He was about to hurry off, but Ramiles stopped him. 

"Get word to the foreigner, Lerion. He'll be where I was when the soldiers came for me. I want to see him after I see the High Priest." 

"What for?" said Lerion, puzzled. 

"I want him to be there when I talk to the army commanders. He has to have travelled to Eurania through Ingistat. Maybe he knows something we don't." 

"But he could be a spy!" Lerion protested.’’ 

"He could be, but he isn't," said Ramiles. "Send for him." Lerion pursed his lips and was about to go once more. "Lerion," said Ramiles, halting him once more. "How much time have we got?” 

“Oroc didn't withdraw his army further than the far side of the mountains. He probably wanted us to think he'd gone back to his capital. He’s waiting for re-inforcements. Then he'll have to move through the mountains and across the plain." 

“How long till he reaches the border?" asked Ramiles. 

“Our information is, of course, already old. I'd say he could be at the river in two weeks," said Lerion. 

Ramiles sighed. “Two weeks?" he said. “Two weeks," said Lerion. 

----------------------------------------------

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Outside the audience chanber, the High Priest stood with two of his aides and fiddled nervously with the buttons at the front of his robe. Tact and diplomacy were the words he kept saying to himself. Certain delicate matters would have to be broached. The mixing of the elixir couldn't be put off, not forever. Broached. Tact and diplomacy. Hokum and bunkum, he muttered to himself. But it would have to be said. Be broached. Things were bad enough with King Oroc loaming over them all, but if the new King didn't know the formula, the High Priest didn't know what would become of them all. 

A soldier came out of the audience chamber and told him to come in. Nothing was said about his aides. The High Priest told them to wait for him and disappeared behind the purple curtain. He tried to calm himself as he approached the dais with his head bowed. Unflappable was best. Reassuring, helpful, and unflappable. Smiling and jocular and unthreatening. When the King told him to raise his head, he tried to form his face into an unflappable, helpful and reassuring smile, but his chubby cheeks just wobbled a bit. 

"You don't look too happy, High Priest," said Ramiles. "Are you worried about King Oroc?" 

"Yes. I mean, no," said the High Priest. 

"Good. I mean, bad," said Ramiles. "If King Oroc gets to Migifa, I expect you'll be minus a job, probably your head as well." 

"I expect so, your majesty," said the High Priest. Somehow this reassured him. It put his problems into perspective somehow. 

"Well, we'd better make sure he doesn't get here then." 

"It would be better if he stayed in Ingistat, your majesty." 

"Somehow, I don't think he will, but we'd better try. I hear that some of the population think he's the Hidden One. It would be better if they didn't know how close he is. There might be trouble." 

"I doubt that, your majesty. The people are disciplined." 

"The city is a rumour mill," said Ramiles. "How many people know what you know?" 

"Only a few priests," the man replied, surprised at how assured the young King was. A chip off the old block, perhaps. 

"Can you rely on their silence?" 

"The penalties for being indiscrete in the priesthood are quite severe," said the High Priest. 

"Can you rely on their silence?" Ramiles repeated. 

"Completely," said the High Priest. 

"Good. I want you to send people you can trust to King Oroc. Give him my good wishes. Tell him we desire peace. Give them the authority to offer him tribute to show our good intentions." 

"How much?" 

"As much as it takes." 

"He may want it all, your majesty. There's a fabulous amount in your treasury." 

"Offer him half. He may take it and still want to invade later, but at least that'll give us time." 

"Your father sent envoys to foreign capitals with offers of money for soldiers and support, your majesty. We may overstretch ourselves." 

"The issue will be resolved either way before they can report back. That doesn't matter," said Ramiles. 

"It won't matter if we can continue to produce elixir," said the High Priest, a little tentatively. Ramiles looked down at the top of the High Priest's bowed, bald head. It was obvious the man was becoming a little flustered. 

"Why shouldn't we be able to produce more elixir?" asked Ramiles quietly. 

"No reason at all, your majesty," the High Priest quickly responded. "The King mixes it at the ceremonial on Fridays. Your father was going to mix it when... when ... uh, the unfortunate..." 

"And what if the King can't mix the elixir?" said Ramiles coaxingly. 

"Then he is not the King," said the High Priest. 

"What?" said Ramiles. 

"It's a sign of God's grace, your majesty. The new King is supposed to be inspired by God." 

"Don't you know the formula?" asked Ramiles. 

The High Priest looked up at him, his eyes wide. "No," he said. "The mixing is always done in secret." 

"Explain to me how it's done," said Ramiles. 

"There's a basement area behind the throne in the temple. There are numbered containers of distillate, one to ten. The mixing is done there, in secret." 

Ramiles tried not to show his anxiety. It was easier to keep that kind of control with the man so far below him. Also, the High Priest had started to bow his head after every reply. Ramiles just sat there trying to think for a moment or two. Finally, he spoke. 

"Can't you tell from what's left what proportions are used?" he asked. 

"Yes," said the High Priest. 

"Well, can't the formula be worked out from that?" 

"There are ten distillates, your majesty. The same distillates might be used at different times in the process of mixing. The possible variations are enormous. Um, ah," said the High Priest. 

"Um, ah, what'?" said Ramiles. 

"Some of the ingredients are rather volatile, your majesty." 

"What do you mean?" 

"If a mistake were made there might be an explosion, your majesty. Accidents have occurred in the tunnels leading to the temple before. More likely an explosion would occur if a false mixture were added to the water at the end of the ceremony, your majesty," the High Priest said in a rush. 

"How big an explosion?" Ramiles asked. 

"I imagine it would be quite considerable, your majesty. The temple itself would probably be destroyed." ---' 

"One would have to make sure that one was inspired then, wouldn't one?" said Ramiles. 

"Yes, one would, your majesty." 

Ramiles stopped and thought for a moment. "What if there was already some of the mixture in the basement before one went into it?" he said. "One wouldn't have to be quite so inspired then, would one?" 

"No, your majesty," said the High Priest without looking up. "But the elixir will have to be mixed at some point. The wealth of the kingdom depends on it." 

Ramiles sighed a little and thought some more. "We're in the middle of a very dangerous political and military situation here, High Priest," he continued. "Why can't we pospone all this till after we've dealt with King Oroc? Why worry about it now?" 

"The people will expect it, your majesty," said the High Priest, more flustered than ever. "It's a sign of the King's right to rule. I've been told there may be some doubters as to the King's right, even among his own family. It may jeopardise the King's standing if the ceremony was postponed. The people need to be impressed by signs and portents, I'm afraid." 

"Having the temple fall about their ears would impress them no end," said Ramiles. The High Priest didn't know what to say to that and kept his head bowed. "I'll have to think this one over," Ramiles said. "I'll speak to you about it tomorrow or the day after. Deal with the envoys to King Oroc at once. You can go now," he said. 

When the High Priest had gone, Ramiles felt quite relieved and not a little pleased with his performance. To be a king he just had to act like one. Assume control. He had the trappings, all the regalia if he needed it. People would stand and bow way below where he was sitting if he wanted them to. All he had to do was make an impression and perhaps it didn't, in the end, matter what kind of impression he made. He was the King after all. 

Of course, he was concerned about this business with the formula, but he wasn't as concerned about that as he was about King Oroc. Not knowing the formula seemed the least of his concerns right then. And soon Gilmar arrived and he found someone to share his concerns with. Some food was brought to the bed chamber where they sat and ate and talked about many things. By the time he was ready to leave to meet with to the army commanders, Ramiles had one less item to worry about. 

Gilmar had proved invaluable at every stage since he'd left Sackment Island and he took him with him to see the army commanders, and he was happy that he was by his side. 

The five most senior members of the army command, including Lerion, were standing arguing around a large table on top of which was placed a map of Eurania in relief, complete with surrounding countries. They immediately fell silent and bowed their heads when Ramiles entered the room and ascended a kind of throne which sat at one end of the long table. Ramiles took his time and looked them over. 

Lerion was by far the youngest of those supposed to be related to him. Three of them were from outside the family, men in temporary positions, replacements for people King Zergon had beheaded after the  disaster on the Plain of Gordinel. But all of them, including Lerion, had seen service in wars of some kind or another since it was the custom to send members of the officer corp to foreign armies for several years once they'd reached the age of twenty five. It was quite some time before Ramiles allowed them to raise their heads. 

"Has Lerion briefed you as to the current situation?" he asked. 

"Your majesty," said one of the commanders, "can I ask a question?" 

"From now on everyone speaks freely," said Ramiles. "Ask away." 

"What's the foreigner doing here?" said the man. 

"He's here at my invitation," said Ramiles. "He came to the Plain of Gordinel with Oroc's army. He knows something of Ingistat. He once fought with an army on horseback. If he can make a contribution, I want you all to hear it." 

"Are you sure he can be trusted?" one of the other commanders asked. 

"Are you a member of the Royal Family?" asked Ramiles. "No, your majesty," said the man, looking down. 

"Is it normal for someone who isn't a member of the Royal Family to be at a meeting like this?" 

"No, your majesty," said the man without looking up. 

"Well, I'm trusting you. I'm trusting everyone here. Nothing said at this meeting should be told to anyone who doesn't need to know. Now, have you been briefed as to the current situation?" 

"We were just going through various scenarios," said Lerion. "Alright," said Ramiles. "We have information that King Oroc's army could be at the River Gordinel in a few weeks," he said. Eyes widened. Men looked at each other, their mouths opening. "Now, we are offering him tribute not to invade us, but we must assume he will. Confer amongst yourselves for a moment or two if you like. I want your advice." 

The four older commanders gathered at the top of the table and began pointing at the map and shaking their heads, and arguing. Lerion stood aside from them a little and seemed awkward somehow. Ramiles waved him towards the throne and Lerion hurried down the room. 

"What's the matter, Lerion?" Ramiles asked quietly. 

"I was waiting for them to finish before I spoke," said Lerion, a little lamely. 

"But you outrank them all," said Ramiles. 

"They are older and more experienced than me, Ramiles," said Lerion, almost as a plea. 

"Just wait by my side," said Ramiles, sounding less than impressed. 

The arguments at the other end of the table went on for some time. Occasionally, worried glances were cast down the room. Eventually, they stopped talking and approached the throne. 

"What have you got to say?" asked Ramiles. The four of them looked at each other and finally one of them stepped forward. 

"Your majesty," he began, "our advice is that the army should be moved up to the River Gordinel immediately. We should dig in on our side and hold King Oroc at the border."

 "Why?" asked Ramiles. 

"His army will have problems sheltering from the heat and will eventually have to withdraw," said the man. 

"Won't our army have similar problems?" asked Ramiles. 

"King Oroc's army consists mainly of calvary. We have a preponderance of foot soldiers. Our men will bear the heat better than his horses," the man said. Ramiles considered this for a moment or two. 

"What advice was King Zergon given about travelling to the border?" he asked. 

"He was advised not to," the man replied. "It was too late in the season, but if King Oroc can do it, so can we." 

"Um," said Ramiles. He and Gilmar had spoken of this problem while still in the bedchamber and this wasn't the conclusion they'd come to at all. "What do you think, Gilmar?" he asked, looking to the man by his side. 

"Frankly, that plan's suicide," said Gilmar. "Most of King Oroc's men are lightly armed compared with your soldiers. They have bows, arrows, knives, lances and swords. Once they get through the mountains, they have only to cross the plain. They'll beat you to the river and then they'll have all the water they want. There are only a few bore holes at your side. They'll block up your approach to the river and make your men fry. Then they'll make you retreat to the wheatlands. By the time you get back there, you won't have an army." 

"But we can beat them to the river!" the army commander who'd spoken said, growing red in the face. 

"What if you do?" said Gilmar evenly. "I drove a supply wagon with Oroc's army. They'll have all the shade netting they need for their horses and they'll still have all the water they want at their side of the river. He'll send small groups of men across downstream and upstream and set fire to the bush at your back. The wind, I believe, blows from Eurania to Ingistat at this time of the year. Even if you beat Oroc to the river, it won't do you any good, I'm afraid." 

"What do you advise then, Gilmar?" asked Ramiles. 

"I'd keep your army in the wheatlands and let Oroc do the travelling. Poison the bore holes and set fire to a section of bush in front of his army every day," said Gilmar. 

"And what should we do once he comes through the bush?" said Ramiles. 

"I would have your army spending all the time from now till then building earthworks, making bankings, digging ditches. Have lines of defense reaching into the bush in the shape of a funnel. Man the fortifications, but have most of your army waiting at the end of the funnel. If King Oroc can't do anything else but lead his men down into your army at the end of the funnel, you've got to stand a chance. Place whatever you have in the way of archers along those lines of course. But everything, I imagine, will depend on the morale of your men." 

No one said anything for a while after that. The army commanders pursed their lips and looked downcast. Eventually, the one who'd spoken, spoke again. 

"That's better," he said. "Much better. Do you really think we can win like that, foreigner?" he asked. 

Gilmar remembered the prophesies. "I don't know," he said. 

For some time they discussed matters military, the length of the fortifications, the deployment of troops, battle plans. Ramiles surprised them all by telling them the tradition of the King being a figure of mystery whom the people could not normally look upon had stopped with his coronation. He was taking over personal control of the army and would be stationed in the barracks of the Royal Guard just outside the old city. Lerion could barely conceal the look of disappointment from stealing across his face. When the other army commanders took their leave, he stood in front of the throne, his face going red with annoyance. 

"Can I speak to you alone?" he said. 

"No," said Ramiles. "Trust Gilmar. I trust him." 

"Has he poisoned your mind against me?" Lerion asked, casting Gilmar a hard look. 

"Don't be ridiculous, Lerion. He doesn't even know you. Now, what's the matter?" 

"I want to speak to you alone," said Lerion. 

Ramiles asked Gilmar to go down to the other end of the room and as soon as he was out of earshot, Lerion suddenly looked furious. 

"Why have you stripped me of my command? You know the Commander of the Royal Guard is the first officer in the army!" he said, hardly able to contain himself. 

"I'm the King, Lerion," said Ramiles. "It doesn't make any sense for me not to be in command of the army at a time like this. And I'm a soldier, Lerion. I've never been anything else. You know more about the administration of this country than I could learn by the time Oroc gets here. I need you in the Palace. I need you to talk to ambassadors, liaise with the priesthood, and keep me informed."

 "I'm a soldier too," said Lerion. 

"I know that, Lerion. Don't worry," said Ramiles, getting off the throne. He put his arm round Lerion's shoulder. "When there's fighting to be done, you'll be there, by my side. But I'll have to be with the army. It'll be good for morale if they see me there. That's where I'll be most useful. And you'll be of most use running the government until all this is over. Then we'll change over, I promise," said Ramiles. 

"You shouldn't have said it before the other commanders, Ramiles. It humiliated me," said Lerion, looking very downcast. 

"But I have to look in control. I'm sorry if it bothered you, but I'm sure they didn't think you were being humiliated. You're my right hand man, Lerion. I need you here." 

"Alright," said Lerion, having to accept it. "I suppose it makes sense." 

"Of course, it does," said Ramiles, sitting back on the throne. "So does freeing the prisoners on Sackment Island. So does cutting the hours worked at The Factory. Could you organise these things for me today?" 

"Yes," said Lerion. "I'll fix it with the High Priest. How did your meeting go with him earlier?" 

"He's sending envoys to Oroc. Not that I expect that to do any good. He was coming to see me anyway. About the formula for the elixir. Did you know that the King is supposed to be inspired by God to do the mixing?" 

"We'll cancel it," said Lerion. 

"That wouldn't be wise. The High Priest said the people will expect me to be able to do it," said Ramiles, smiling a little. 

"We'll fix it then," said Lerion. "Hocus pocus. We can surely fix that," he said. 

"But to be the King I have to be able to do it, Lerion."

 "But you don't know how to, do you?" 

"Not yet. But I'm the King. I've been crowned and everything. God will inspire me, Lerion," said Ramiles, straight faced. Lerion gave him a look, but didn't say anything. Ramiles couldn't help but laugh. 

"You've no faith, Lerion! But come Friday and you'll see. Inspired by God!" he said loudly, standing up and spreading his arms wide. Lerion did not look amused. 

"I think I'd better go," he said and turned to leave the room. 

"The infallible intrepreter of God's word!" shouted Ramiles at his back. Lerion waved his arm dismissively, but didn't look round before he left. Gilmar walked up the length of the room. 

"You shouldn't mock him," he said. "That man will take some watching." 

"He once said the same of you, Gilmar," said Ramiles. 

"You seem in good spirits for once," said Gilmar. 

"I am. I've got something to do. It'll take my mind off Tetra. Yes, Gilmar. Let's go and join the army!" 

---------------------------------

                   CHAPTER NINETEEN 

Still casting razor sharp shadows, the sun was setting, huge and balanced on the line between ocean and sky, when Ramiles and Gilmar rode into the barracks of the Royal Guard. Set out in grid like fashion, there were granaries, blacksmiths shops, eating halls, barrack rooms and everything else you'd expect from an army camp, all housed in single storey, brick built buildings. Without attracting much attention, they rode down the length of the main way until they reached a kind of large low shed without walls. 

A boy came over and took their horses and Ramiles stood just under the roof, gazing into the shed with a nostalgic kind of look on his face. He could smell the sweat, almost feel the heat from the generations of bodies hardened there. Some men were jumping over obstacles and others were climbing ropes. There were pulleys in there and soldiers hauling weights to strengthen their arms for combat, but over most of the considerable floor space soldiers in padding were sparring with blunted swords. 

"I used to spend hours every day in here," he said, almost to himself. 

Close by, two men were lunging at each other within one of the circles marked on the sandy floor, both of them looking near exhaustion. Bawling at them from just outside the ring was an instructor of about forty five years of age. A great bull of a man, his head was shaven and the bridge of his nose had been flattened long ago. Scars gleamed round his eyebrows and cheeks. The two men in the ring had stopped, were bent over and staring at each other with bulging eyes, their chests heaving for air. And the intructor was not happy. 

He was casting doubt on their parentage, on their sexual preferences, but after a while he just stood there looking mildly disgusted. Then one of the soldiers lunged forward and took a wild swing with his sword, and fell over as the other managed to move aside. The instructor stopped the sparring and bawled for a little while more as both men were helped away to be rubbed down and massaged by handlers. "Who is he?" asked Gilmar. 

"He's the best," said Ramiles. "He's called Sendor. He's in overall charge of training." Then he put his hood back and pulled the cover off his face. The instructor finally saw him standing there and started over. 

"Your majesty," said the man, bowing and beaming at him. 

"Don't stand on ceremony, Sendor," said Ramiles, smiling at him. Sendor put his big arms round Ramiles and gave him a hug which lifted his feet off the ground. They were both laughing when the man put Ramiles down. 

"I thought you were dead," said Sendor. "Then I thought you were going to be dead. Then I heard you were King. Now you're taking over the army. Is that true?" 

"Yes," said Ramiles, nodding. "You don't know how good it is to be back here, Sendor," he said, pulling off his outer robe. "This is Gilmar. He's a foreigner, but a friend of mine." 

"Any friend of Ramiles ..." said Sendor, grasping Gilmar by the hand. "How are you?" he said to Ramiles, looking him up and down. 

"Good," said Ramiles. "But I'm out of practise. How would you like to fight, old man?" 

"He said that to me at least once a week for years!" Sendor said to Gilmar. "And I always beat the hell out of him... until he became too good for me!" he said, laughing then looking at Ramiles rather fondly. 

"Well, now's your chance, old man," said Ramiles. "My timing and balance are bound to be out." 

"Now he's giving me excuses! Wonderful!" said Sendor. "So how would you like it, my little chicken? Two swords, a sword and shield, a sword and dagger? Eh?" 

"Any way it comes," said Ramiles, smiling back at him. "We'll do it with one sword then. For how long?" 

"Just a few minutes," said Ramiles. "I want to be able to lift my arm tomorrow." 

"Will you be back for more then?" asked Sendor, his eyebrows raised. 

"I'll have to be." 

"Sounds as if we'll have a fighting King at last. See you in the circle then. Defend yourself. Don't expect any favours just because you're the King. I'm going to kill you," he said without a smile on his face as he turned and walked towards a pile of padded suits and wicker helmets. 

Ramiles, with Gilmar in tow, walked over to a pile further away. The padding on the suits went down the outside of both arms with ties on the inside and across the back. The jacket reached almost to his knees. Then a wicker helmet, like a globe, was fixed on top. He picked up a sword from another pile. It had a guard for his hand, was blunted down it length, and was twice as heavy as a normal fighting sword. Hefting the weight of it, Ramiles made his way to the circle. 

It was the time of day when the people who were training there would normally have gone back to their barracks or mess halls, but no one who heard what was going to happen left. Lanterns were brought over and placed on the ground a little way outside the circle, and hung from the roof over it. Ramiles was trying not to let the nervousness overcome him. He paced back and forth. If bones were broken, no one was expected to apologise. People had been killed doing this. It was supposed to be as real as it could be. 

Sendor came into the circle across from him and flexed his arms, Ramiles flexed his. No one outside the circle was saying anything. It was very quiet and intense, and Ramiles was trying not to pay attention to anything other than the man across from him. Sendor was an expert, big and strong, but not as mobile as he once was. Today he probably wouldn't have to be. A handler appeared inside the circle of  lanterns with a towel in his hand. 

"Ready!" he shouted, then dropped it. 

Sendor didn't need any more of an invitation. He hurried across the circle and swung his sword with all his force behind it. Ramiles parried the blow, but where he should have moved into the swing  to parry it, he'd waited a fraction and felt the force of it jar all the way up his arm to his neck. It staggered him a little and Sendor could have been upon him raining blows, but he waited for a second or two, then came forward again with a combination of cuts and thrusts. When Ramiles had warmed up a little, Sendor came at him much harder and caught him with a blow to the top of his left arm. Ramiles winced and moved back and round the circle a little. 

"You'd have lost your fucking arm!" Sendor bawled at him. 

"You're supposed to be King of this fucking country! Stop fighting like a fucking girl!" 

It was boiling inside the padded suit and the sweat was pouring off Ramiles face, dripping from his chin. And he'd been right. His balance and timing were off. He'd hoped to be able to fight behind the strength of Sendor, parrying his blows and waiting for him to tire, but he wasn't clever enough. He took the offensive, stung into it by the insults as he was supposed to be. 

And he felt right then. It wasn't Sendor he was fighting anymore. There was a target in front of him now, one that was dangerous and could move, but it was a target nonetheless. There wasn't a human being there anymore, just something to hit and stop and get out of that circle. But he couldn't move Sendor back. Sendor was holding his ground and making him work. Then Ramiles made a mistake and Sendor caught his sword near the hilt and, with an instant inswing, slashed into Ramiles helmet. Ramiles went down, but rolled over and was quickly back on his feet. 

"No fucking head! No fucking arm!" Sendor shouted, but he was kind of laughing at him this time. 

Furious with himself more than anything else, Ramiles rushed across the space between them and rained down blow after blow. Sendor parried them all, and then they were locked together and struggled like that for a moment, strength against brute strength, till Sendor threw him back with a great heave. With the air burning his lungs, Ramiles charged forward again, but Sendor, with amazing agility considering his width, leapt to the side and dropped his sword, raising his hands above his head. 

"I surrender! I surrender!" he shouted. 

Ramiles went over to him and they hugged each other, Sendor laughing and Ramiles still gasping for air. 

"There's going to be a banquet tonight for centurions and senior officers, Sendor. I want you to sit beside me. We've things to talk about." 

A little later, Ramiles was half bent over with his arms round a post, being rubbed down by two handlers. Gilmar came over and stood at his side. 

"Were you really better than him before you went to Sackment Island?" he asked, a little bemused. 

"I got the better of him once, one day after he'd spent half the night drinking people under the table. No one's better than he is, not in this army. What did you think?" 

"That man's good with a sword," he said.

 "That man's awesome," said Ramiles. 

That night at the banquet everyone got drunk, except Ramiles and Gilmar. While he was still sober, Ramiles spoke to Sendor about training for himself and the Royal Guard. All the other army units would be digging ditches and building earthworks, but Ramiles wanted the Royal Guard to be training and drilling up until the day before the battle, assuming King Oroc could not be persuaded to stay in Ingistat. The Royal Guard would be at the centre of the funnel they were hoping to guide King Oroc's army down, and Ramiles wanted them to know every blade of grass on that ground. 

Had they been waiting to face infantry, mock battles would have been organised against other sections of the army, but it was calvary they'd be up against and a mock battle between horsemen and foot soldiers would have resulted in too many casualties, no matter how blunted the weapons used. In any case, Sendor advised against it. 

Ramiles knew how he would prepare himself and Send,or promised him sparring partners who would knock the hell out of him. 

The next day Ramiles rose before dawn and dressed himself as if for battle, putting on his helmet and the chain mail over his tunic. 

Wearing leather sandals, he went out of the army camp and ran for four miles. Then he removed the armour and went into the shed. Sendor was waiting for him there with three soldiers who were about the same height but wider, the way King Oroc was built. 

After sparring with them one after the other in a session lasting twenty minutes, Ramiles was rubbed down, massaged, then staggered off to lie in a bath for more than an hour. It was a hard bath to climb out of, but he managed it by telling himself the bed was going to be much nicer. He just lay there for a while, then he ate and met with army commanders and received news from the Palace. Throughout the hottest part of the day, he slept in that bed, which was in a small bungalow assigned to him near the centre of the camp, then he and Gilmar rode out to the wheat lands to inspect progress on the fortifications and watch the Royal Guard manouvre. 

He did much the same thing every day until Friday at last arrived. Then he went back to the Palace and prepared himself for the ceremonial mixing of the elixir. Then he was standing on the steps leading down into the square and the High Priest was standing by his side as they started once more down the walkway. The crowd were as numerous, but quieter than on the day of his coronation. Everyone who was anyone in Eurania was there. They walked along side by side and the High Priest seemed strained and not a little nervous. He spoke first, without looking round. 

"I have insured that everything will go smoothly, your majesty," he said. 

"What do you mean?" Ramiles asked casually. 

"There will be some of the compound already mixed in the 

sacred basement, your majesty," the High Priest said in a faltering voice. 

"Then get rid of it," said Ramiles. 

"What?" 

"You heard me. Get rid of it," said Ramiles. "I'll mix it myself. And I'll be having the basement inspected, so it had better not be there." 

"But, your majesty," said the High Priest, so panicked he almost forgot to keep walking. "Only members of the priesthood and the King should enter there. It's supposed to be sacred." 

There was something in the way he said that which made Ramiles take notice. "Has anyone else ever been there?" he asked. 

"Your brother Lerion was with me when I took in the mixture, but that's the only other person who's been there," he said in a rush. "Then it can't be all that sacred. Lerion's not the King," said Ramiles. 

"He insisted, your majesty." 

"Don't worry about it," said Ramiles. "I was told it wasn't that sacred anyway." 

"Who told you that, your majesty?" 

"God," said Ramiles. "The same person who's going to inspire me to get the formula right." 

The High Priest had never looked at Ramiles' face throughout this interchange and he didn't look then, but he almost stood on the edge of his robe and fell over. He did believe in God, but he'd worked with King Zergon long enough to realise that the things which inspired him most were power and greed. It was a worried High Priest who stood with Ramiles at the top of the aisle in the temple. The doors behind them clanged shut and they began to walk down towards the altar. The High Priest looked at Ramiles face then. Ramiles smiled over at him. Only an idiot or a mad man could smile at a time like this. 

"You'd better get the stuff out before the doors open again," said Ramiles.

"But, your majesty, are you sure? Are you really sure?" asked the High Priest. 

"Of course, I'm sure," said Ramiles. 

"But what if you're not as sure as you think you are, your majesty?" asked the High Priest. 

"Look, I'm the King, High Priest. You said the King was inspired by God or else he wasn't the King. Well, I am the King, so I'll be inspired by God," said Ramiles. The High Priest had broken into a sweat. "It's simple. Don't worry about it. If I'm not the King, we'll not have to concern ourselves with King Oroc because we'll all get blown to hell. Or, in your case, maybe heaven. You're a holy man. You can't lose. Tonight you could be in heaven. Just think of that," said Ramiles, without a hint of irony in his voice. 

"I don't want to lose my life, your majesty," said the High Priest, his voice wavering. 

"You will if you don't get that stuff out the basement," said Ramiles. 

Then he was sitting on the throne and the doors of the temple were opened. First came the priests, all of whom came up onto the altar, and then the people. Lerion was in the front row. He looked composed. 

Then the priests started chanting, and talking, and proclaiming in a language which only they understood. Hymns were sung. Incense wafted over the congregation and then everyone stopped. The High Priest approached the throne and bowed. 

"Now is the time, your majesty," he said. 

Ramiles got off the throne and stood in front of the altar rails next to a large glass urn filled with several gallons of water. The mixture was supposed to be ochre, but the water would turn purple when the mixture was added. No other substance known to man would turn it that colour. Everyone knew this. Everyone was completely silent as they stared up at him. Ramiles looked out at them and soaked up their silence for a few moments. 

"King Zergon the Great died in tragic circumstances as some of you know only too well. This was a great loss to this kingdom because he did not live long enough to transmit the secret of the elixir to his successor. Poverty, want and famine itself will eventually face our people if the mixture cannot be mixed, not matter what else happens in the next few weeks. The High Priest had told me several things. One of them is that mixing the distillate without knowledge or inspiration can be dangerous. A mistake can cost us all our lives" either by an explosion in the sacred basement or, more probably, when the faulty mixture is added to the water here. But the High Priest also told me that the King of Eurania should be inspired by God and if I can be so inspired we may take that as a good omen for the future." 

Ramiles stopped there for a moment and looked over the crowd. He knew most of them would be thinking that the event had been fixed, that some of the mixture would already be in the basement. His eyes finally rested on Lerion. Lerion nodded. He liked the way Ramiles was giving this speech. He thought it was a good move. 

"However, some of you may be thinking that there might already be some of the mixture in the basement waiting for me, that the mixture you will see today has already been prepared, perhaps in King Zergon's time. Now, there is only one way in and one way out the sacred chamber and that is by way of the steps behind the altar. I would like to call for some volunteers to inspect the sacred chamber to insure that no chicanery is taking place. " 

A sudden murmuring broke out among the congregation. 

"Do not worry about this, my fellow countrynen, because God appeared to me in a dream last night and told me to allow a dispensation for this one special occasion. Put up your hands please if you wish to volunteer." 

There was more murmuring. Ramiles looked down at Lerion who was not looking at all comfortable now. He thought this was going a little close to the edge. He looked behind him a little anxiously and then back at Ramiles. No one had raised their hands. 

" In that case, I shall nominate someone to carry out an inspection. Would my brother Lerion please come onto the altar." 

Lerion looked a little surprised, but quickly seemed at ease 

with this. He left his seat and came onto the altar. Ramiles bade him go one with a wave of his hand. Just as he was beginning to go down the steps, the hair rose on the back of his neck as he heard Ramiles begin to call out other names. Other members of the family, heads of tribes and clans, owners of merchant fleets and other prominent businessnen were all called out. 

Ramiles sat on the throne and waited. Lerion came out and sat down again, a worried man. He stared up at Ramiles, wondered what was going on, and wished he was nearer the doors. A well known silk merchant walked off the altar and straight up to the exit, but the doors of the temple were locked. 

When all the congregation were settling back into their seats, there was quite a hubbub as the information passed from mouth to mouth. There were ten vessels filled with distillate, but none of them were ochre coloured. Ramiles waited for the noise to die down. The atmosphere by this time was more than a little tense. Ramiles rose to speak once more. 

"Now is the time of the test,” he said. "If God is with us, brothers and sisters, we will live out this afternoon. If he is against us, King Oroc will surely come and be King of all the Iraban. Search your hearts and pray for me. Pray for me! Pray for me!" he called out. 

Ramiles turned then and walked slowly towards the steps as the priests began to chant. People in the congregation fell to their knees in ones and twos, and everyone out there was kneeling by the time he disappeared down into the basement. He could hear the chanting and the background hum of people praying as he began to mix the distillates, spooning one then another with a brass ladle into a large brass bowl. Then he went back up the steps and slowly approached the large glass urn containing the water, stopping just behind it. 

He looked out into the congregation and could see a great many bowed heads. Lerion was on his knees with his hands clasped in front of his chest. He was staring at the altar, his mouth slightly open. And the priests kept on chanting until Ramiles raised the brass bowl high in the air. Everything stopped. Everyone was staring then. Ramiles tipped the bowl and the ochre mixture spilled into the water immediately turning it purple. A gasp came out of the crowd and he put down the brass bowl and walked back to the throne. 

Suddenly, the whole temple was in uproar. People were clapping and stamping their feet and cheering. Ramiles looked over at the High Priest. He seemed amazed. Then he rushed over, got on his knees, and kissed Ramiles on the feet. 

"Don't do that," said Ramiles. "Get up." The High Priest got up and stood before him with his head bowed. "What do we do now?" he asked. 

"I'm supposed to escort you back to the Royal Apartments," he said. 

"Well, let's go then," said Ramiles. 

By the time they were half way up the aisle, the crowd were chanting Ramiles, Ramiles, Ramiles. One of the priests in front of them produced a large key and opened the doors. The sound of his name reverberating inside the temple was with them as they started down the walkway back to the Royal Apartments. The crowd was streaming into the square and people were running alongside the walkway before them, chanting and cheering and waving their arms about. He could still hear them when he reached his bed chambers and slumped onto the bed. 

The exhilaration slowly passed and, after a while, he wondered where Lerion was. He'd expected to see him straight after the ceremony and began to feel annoyed with him when he didn't appear. They hadn't spoken directly since Ramiles went to the Guard base and Ramiles felt as if he was being treated lightly. He began to pace the room, feeling isolated and vulnerable. Then he began to think about Tetra and ached to see her. He'd been trying to put her out of his mind, but it was easier in the army base than in the Palace. She seemed so near and so far away. He sent a guard to look for Gilmar, whom he knew would be in the library or down at the small marketplace. When Gilmar at last arrived, he asked him to go and find her, to give his respects and request a meeting. Ramiles paced the room and tried to put her out of his mind. He was wondering where Lerion had gotten to. He hoped to see him before he saw Gilmar again, but he didn't. Gilmar returned after only a short time away. She still didn't want to see him. Ramiles found it difficult to hide his disappointment. He stood at a window and looked out at the night, trying to harden his heart. But he felt almost sick with longing. 

"To hell with her," he muttered. 

Gilmar was sitting quietly at a table and was too far away to hear him. Ramiles walked over and sat down across from him. 

"Give her time," said Gilmar. 

"How much time do we have?" 

They sat there for a while, neither of them speaking. Then a messenger came in and told them that Lerion wanted to see the King. 

"In his own sweet time," said Ramiles, half under his breath. "Tell Prince Lerion to wait for me outside the audience chamber," he said to the messenger. 

Ramiles didn't hurry to get there. He ordered something to eat to occupy himself in the meantime, then went down to the audience chamber and sat on the throne. Finally, he had Lerion ushered in. Lerion didn't lower his head, but walked briskly up to the dais. 

"Bow your head!" Ramiles shouted at him. It stopped Lerion in his tracks. His face went red and he bowed his head before proceeding. 

Ramiles left him standing there for a few moments. "Lift your head. Now, where the hell have you been?" he said, sounding even angrier than he felt. 

"There was some important business to be done," said Lerion, unable to understand what had gotten into Ramiles. 

"Your majesty," said Ramiles coldly. 

"Your majesty," said Lerion, going red in the face and bowing his head again. 

"What did you think of the ceremony?" asked Ramiles after a moment or two. 

"I thought I was going to die," said Lerion. "Your majesty," he said quickly, forgetting again. 

"Didn't you think I'd be inspired by God? I am the King after all," said Ramiles. 

"I didn't know, your majesty," said Lerion, without looking up. 

"The High Priest thought God had inspired me. He kissed my feet." He didn't say anything for a while after that. A kind of threat, 

a kind of invitation, hung in the air. "Well?" said Ramiles. 

Lerion looked up, his face reddening once more with humiliation and anger. Then he bowed his head again. "Well?" said Ramiles once more. 

Lerion slowly ascended the steps and bent forward to kiss Ramiles on the foot. Suddenly, Ramiles was laughing and went down a step to pull Lerion towards him, and give him a hug. Lerion was completely confused. 

"I was only joking, Lerion," said Ramiles, patting him on the back. 

"I didn't think it was funny," said Lerion, without looking at him. 

"You can get anyone to do anything when you're King, Lerion. You should have given it a go!" said Ramiles, sitting back down and hardly able to stop laughing. 

"I didn't think I was cut out for it. You seem to be," said Lerion, who really didn't like being made a fool of. "How did you do it?" he asked. "Did you have the mixture hidden somewhere on your body when you went into the basement? I don't see how you could have. There was too much of it." 

"No, no," said Ramiles. "It was all written down in a book. The librarian has it. Gilmar got it for me. But it was wonderful, wasn't it?" 

"You impressed everyone," said Lerion coldly. "I wish I'd known beforehand. I thought you'd gone mad. I thought I was going to die." 

"I didn't want anyone to know," said Ramiles. 

"Don't you trust me?" said Lerion. 

"Of course, I trust you. You're running the government for me, aren't you? Anyway, what kept you?" 

"The High Priest was given some news as soon as he left you at the steps. I wanted to speak to the messengers personally, but they'd been dismissed and it took a while to locate them. " 

"What's the news then?" asked Ramiles, impressed by how serious Lerion looked. 

"King Oroc's army crossed the River Gordinel two days ago," said Lerion. 

-----------------------------------------------

                               CHAPTER TWENTY
Even before the sun grew sharp enough to pin prick the skin in winter, there had been bush fires. Fires always raged on the Euranic side of the Gordinel River throughout the summer months. Kernels had evolved to crack in the heat and seedlings grew nourished in the ashes of their antecedents. A fork of lightning or a careless moment was all it took, but most of the fires which consumed the bush in the summer of 996 were manmade.

King Oroc had crossed the river and secured the far bank before sending soldiers on a day ahead to light the bush. Then he'd crossed back over the river again and waited for the fires to die out. Only then did he set out in all haste towards Migifa, the occasional charred gum tree the only relief in the sea of blackened earth which surrounded the Ingistat army on all sides.

They travelled at night, in the distance tongues of flame always licking the sky, ensuring that the bush on either side of the army would be clear for the next night. The army travelled through a wasteland of its own making, the air thick with the taste of smoke.

Throughout the third night, arrows from unseen Euranic skirmishers in front of them and to the side dealt pain and death to horses and men in the leading columns, but still the army made good time.

On the fourth night there were no fires to guide them and at dawn King Oroc led his army into the wheatlands. He'd been expecting opposition immediately they finished traversing the bush, but the land rolled upwards in waves before him and there was no one to be seen as the sun rose in the sky, and a camp was made.

After the main heat of the day had passed, scouts rode out and it didn't take long to discover that they were hemmed in by trenches and spikes and archers on bankings a distance to the left and to the right of them. Before the sun set King Oroc rode with some aides across the rolling fields of stubble which moved gradually upwards until a kind of summit was reached. From there he could look down on the camp of the main Euranic forces a few hundred yards away. Behind him he could see two lines of trenches with smaller camps at the ends of them, near to where the wheatlands turned into bush.

It was apparent that the Euranians wanted him to move his army forward and, while he was moving them forward, no doubt the Euranic footsoldiers would move into place on the higher ground. King Oroc was thinking he might divide his army and move against the trenches near where the bush started. Then he could overcome the smaller encampments and bring his calvary against the larger one from either side. On the other hand, he might attempt to break out on just one side. Whatever he did, he couldn't hold him army where it was. They were only able to carry enough water for a few days. His eyes keenly covered the ground and he was still considering his options when a rider with a white flag started out from the Euranic camp. Oroc faced that way and waited for him.

"My master, King Ramiles, requests a meeting with King Oroc of Ingistat," the messenger said simply. He was a priest in a dark robe with a red ring on the wedding finger of his left hand.

"Where?" King Groc replied.

"Where you are just now," said the priest. "We will put up a tent at the top of this rise and the King can come here in an hour's time with a bodyguard of no more than a hundred men."

"This is closer to your camp than it is to ours. I want it mid- way," said King Groc.

"I shouldn't think that would be a problem," said the priest.

"King Groc will be allowed to enter the tent with two aides. His bodyguards should be fifty yards to the rear. King Ramiles will do likewise. Is it agreed? In an hour'? "

"If King Ramiles so wishes." said Oroc. The messenger seemed to hesitate a little then. He looked closely at the man who was speaking to him. He was wearing a chainmail balaclava so that it was impossible to see his characteristic beard. But he exuded authority. The priest was sure it must be the King of Ingistat he was talking to.

"My brother was one of the emissaries sent to you by the High Priest of Migifa," the messenger said. "Is he with your army?"

"No," said Groc. "He's dead. They were idolators and blasphemers. The three of them are dead," he said flatly. The messenger turned his horse then and quickly rode away.

It was dark before King Oroc left his camp for the second time. Two men rode at either side of him carrying torches. In the darkness, just a little way away, almost a hundred other torches lit the night behind him. Ramiles sat on his horse at the top of the incline and watched the King of Ingistat approach. His bodyguard stopped some way short of the meeting place and the four of the leading five riders continued. But it had been agreed. There should only have been three of them, the King and two aides.

"What's going on?" said Lerion in annoyance. He was on the horse at Ramiles right hand side. "It must be a trick."

"I'll take three," said Ramiles, patting his horse on the neck, trying to calm him. "Get Sendor up here."

When Sendor had joined them, he rode between Gilmar and Lerion as Ramiles urged his horse towards the tent, surrounded by lighted braziers on stems, glowing in the distance before them. As they approached the light, Ramiles seemed hardly able to contain himself. Reserved was the last thing he felt. He was going to meet his brother. Enthusiasm couldn't be restrained and he pushed the horse into a gallop. He hurried straight through the tent door facing him after the braziers, leaving others to deal with the horses and catch up.

There were two armchairs at opposite sides of the tent. He stared at Oroc who was sitting facing him on the seat furtherst away and at the three men, one standing on either side and one behind the chair. All were dressed in white robes, and each of them bore an uncanny resemblance to the other three. One after the other Ramiles looked at their faces, seemingly moulded from the same cast, each just a shade off the others, except that one of them had a beard with no moustache.

Ramiles stood and stared, momentarily stunned by the three versions of himself looking over at him. The one who seemed youngest suddenly started towards him just as the rest of Ramiles party hurried in at his back. Ramiles stiffened and everyone at their side of the tent seemed to have been stopped short by the smile beaming out of the man's face. He stood in front of Ramiles.

"Let me embrace you," he said. Ramiles felt the strength as the man hugged him and the affection in that hug. "I wouldn't let them come without me, brother," he said, quietly, kissing him on the cheek.

Then he stood back. He was beaming. Then he went over to the other three. All of them, apart from the King, were smiling over at him.

"I want to talk alone," said King Oroc in a deep, smooth voice. Ramiles looked round at Lerion and Gilmar.

"Don't do it if he keeps his weapons," said Lerion, at his back. King Oroc stood up then and held out his robe. He wasn't carrying any weapons. Ramiles took off his sword and handed it to Lerion with a withering look. Then he sat down on the armchair.

"Take the horses and hold them back some way from the tent," said Ramiles to those behind him. As the two Kings were being left to face each other, one of those with Oroc gave Ramiles a final smile and a familiar kind of wave as he left the tent. Then they were alone.

“Who are they?" said Ramiles, unable to conceal his agitation.

"Your brothers," said Oroc. "Our father had only one wife. You also have two sisters. They'll be more than pleased to see you."

Ramiles sat back on the seat and tried to breath deeply, searching for some kind of focus on all this. He wanted to ask if his sisters were with Oroc's army then realised that this question would sound more than stupid. Of course, they wouldn't be.

"I was told you had all your family killed," Ramiles said finally.

"Well, do you think that's true?" said Droc.

"I could probably find three men in Eurania who looked like me," said Ramiles. Oroc smiled broadly, then laughed.

"You can see what you can see," he said.

"I can see that you have invaded my kingdom," said Ramiles, able now to regain composure.

"I'm here to negotiate," said Droc.

"I don't know who I'm negotiating with," said Ramiles.

"What do you mean?"

"You claim to be the Hidden One," said Ramiles.

"I am he."

Ramiles looked closely at Oroc's face then. It radiated conviction. Ramiles kind of snorted and then laughed outright.

"I am he, as well," he said, in high spirits. "I am he who is infallible! Beat that, brother!"

Oroc looked totally indifferent to what he'd said and the impudent way he'd said it. Then he sighed and sat back in the chair as if he'd nothing left to say. Whatever would happen next would soon pass.

"And how can you be the Hidden One if you have brothers and sisters? Were have you all been hiding for the last four hundred years? Come to that, where have I been hiding?" asked Ramiles, enjoying this immensely.

"The spirit is in me," said Oroc.

"Then it's in me too," said Ramiles quickly.

"I'm in the right time. I'm doing the right things. I'm following the prophesies. When I have done what I have to do, no one will doubt me," he said.

"Me too," said Ramiles. "By the way, is it true you're can't die in battle?"

"So they say. I haven't died yet. I've been in lots of battles. I win my battles."

 "Well, you'll look great tomorrow. It should be quite a sight. You fighting on. Head chopped off. Body bristling with arrows. Still waving your sword about. You'll never find your way back to Ingistat in  that state."

"I don't want there to be a battle tomorrow."

"Your army doesn't stand a chance." Nothing was said for a moment or two. "What do you want?" asked Ramiles.

"I want you to join me!”

"As what? The fifth brother?" ~

"I want to save your life." ~

"Why?" 

"Because you're my brother. We'd have been brought up together if it hadn't been for Zergon, " ,

"Because you're my brother, I want you to live as well," said  Ramiles. "You will live if you take your army back across the Gordinel River. "

Oroc said nothing for a moment or two. He hadn't known what to expect in his youngest brother and all of it had been somehow surprising. And intensely irksome. No one ever spoke to him as Ramiles did. He was finding great difficulty in not erupting with anger. But he didn't look even slightly out of kilter.

"We were at the Gordinel River for a day or two this time. I used to walk on the river bank at night. It was silent. It was deathly silent. There are no frogs there anymore."

"They probably heard you were coming," said Ramiles. He wasn't smiling now.

"The Factory is killing everything. I've come to destroy it," said Oroc.

"You mean, you've come to take it over?"

"I mean I've come to destroy it."

"The economy of the whole world depends on The Factory. If you destroy it, millions of people will starve." Ramiles was staring intensely at Oroc. He felt surprised that he didn't look mad.

"Only those who don't believe will die. We'll have enough elixir for ourselves. For us Iraban to thrive there must be fewer people. There are too many people. They've spread like a disease across the planet. We need to have far fewer of them. The world needs less people breathing on it," said King Oroc, very evenly, very calmly.

Ramiles waited a moment, trying to absorb the implications of all this. Then he tried to remember what he was there for. He didn't want to risk a battle. He was there to try and keep the peace.

"You're still asking me to surrender," he said. "I can't do that."

"I'm not asking you to surrender," said King Droc. "I'm asking you to destroy The Factory. Make enough of the elixir for the Iraban then destroy it. Provide my army with provisions and we'll wait here till the deed is done. Then we'll go back to Ingistat. All you have to do is swear not to attack me and I'll leave you alone."

"Until you destroy the Juremi. Then you'll attack me," said Ramiles.

"I don't need your little kingdom. I just need the destruction of The Factory."

"The elixir is all the wealth we have," said Ramiles.

"Do you want your children never to be able to face the light? Do you want them always to live in darkness?" said Droc.

"We'd return to barbarism," said Ramiles.

"I thought that's what we had right now."

"And you're going to change it?" said Ramiles. "By ensuring that millions of non-Iraban starve?"

"I'm going to lead us into a new age. But we're here to talk about what you're going to do, not what I'm going to do. What are you going to do?"

"I can't give you a decision just now. I'll have to speak to some people first."

"You have till first light."

"Don't give me ultamatums," said Ramiles, standing up then.

"Let me embrace you, " said Droc, getting to his feet then stretching out his arms a little.

"I don't want to embrace you," said Ramiles, turning to go. "I might have to kill you."

"You have till first light," said the voice at his back.

As he came towards the other three waiting with the horses, Ramiles feelings were in turmoil. He couldn't shake the image of his brothers at the opposite end of the tent. Ever since he'd left Tetra's house, he'd felt terribly alone, but he wasn't alone. He had a family.

But they were on the opposite side. His blood was screaming out to him that he should be with them. He was grinding his teeth. He got on his horse and no one said anything to him as they rode towards the bodyguard and back to the camp.

"Can we avoid a battle?" was the first thing Lerion said to him. They were in a tent and Ramiles was pacing back and forth. The place was golden and carpeted. Gilmar was sitting crosslegged on one of the large cushions. Lerion stood, tense, the strain showing on his face.

"He wants us to destroy The Factory. We destroy The Factory and he'll go home," said Ramiles without looking round, still pacing.

"What?" said Lerion in amazement. His body seemed to slump a little. Then he moved to sit down on one of the chairs.

"It's what he said," said Ramiles, still pacing. "He didn't mention killing the Juremi as such. I suppose they'd starve with the rest of them." Ramiles stopped pacing and looked at Lerion. Lerion seemed bewildered. Ramiles nodded at him. "It's true," he said. "He's mad. I don't suppose we can destroy The Factory?" he asked.

"Without The Factory all we have is dirt," said Lerion.

"Then we'll have to fight," said Ramiles.

"Then we're lost," said Lerion. "Too many of our men think he's the Hidden One."

"They'll fight if they have to. Just as we will. Tell the other commanders to prepare for a battle tommorrow." Lerion got up and started to leave the tent then. He was the very picture of a man burdened. "Lerion," Ramiles called, standing there to watch him go. Lerion turned to look back. " Lerion, try to keep them cheerful." Lerion just looked, then walked away. "I'll see you again before dawn, Lerion."

Ramiles walked over to a chair and sat down. There was a flagon there and goblets. He poured himself a drink and scowled over at Gilmar as he knocked it back.

"What are you doing here?" he said to him, the tone of his voice filled with an angry kind of resentment.

"I'm here to say goodbye," Gilmar replied. Ramiles looked away and poured himself another drink.

"I'm inspired by your confidence," he said, looking over at him again.

"I vowed once that I'd never kill again, but I killed two men after I met King Zergon. I could easily kill again tomorrow. I used to love battles. That's why I've got to leave tonight. I'm not strong enough to stay on the sidelines," he said.

"Where will you go?" asked Ramiles

"I'm going home. There's a ship leaving the harbour tomorrow at dawn. I won't have to travel through Ingistat if I catch it."

"Why did you come here?" said Ramiles, sighing.

"It's a long story," said Gilmar.

"I don't expect to sleep much tonight anyway," Ramiles replied.

Gilmar eased himself on the cushion, then just looked at his hands for a moment or two. "When I was a young man, I used to dream about mountains," he said, looking up, "although I'd never seen one. No one I knew had ever seen a mountain. Then one summer the horde of Zemon Khan swept down from the north and laid waste everything before it until we reached the southern limits of the plain. We'd never been that far south before. The seasons were changing and it was time for the horde to move north for better grazing. But I could see the mountains, the mountains I'd been dreaming about. I felt an irresistable urge and we left the horde."

"Who were you with?" asked Ramiles.

"My friend. He was called Vendren. He thought I was mad or under a spell and insisted on coming with me. We sneaked away. He thought I'd turn back, but I didn't. As soon as we crossed the first mountain pass and lost sight of the plain, he felt trapped. I should have made him go back, but I didn't. He whimpered in his sleep the night we had to kill his horse. We trudged on and on and met no one. We were starving, then we were starving and freezing. He died in my arms one night after making me promise to come looking for him in his next life. He thought he was destined to be a great warrior and so he would have been if I hadn't let him come with me."

"Next life? This is the only one I know I have," said Ramiles, dismissively. .

"My tribe believed in re-incarnation and so did the monks who found me. They told me to mark his hand before we buried him, and I did. Then, not too long ago, one of the monks had a dream and told me to come and find you. Then I found you."

"It's a coincidence," said Ramiles, looking at the cross on the palm of his hand.

"It might be," said Gilmar. "You don't look or act like Vedren. His eternal soul might be with you, but I don't suppose he had a soul. I don't pretend to understand it. Anyway, he wanted to be a great warrior. I don't think you will be, will you?"

"Right now, getting on a ship with you seems a much better idea," said Ramiles. "It's different if you're a soldier and someone tells you to fight. You fight. That's what you're a soldier for. But I've got to decide if they fight or not. If there's a battle, a lot of men are going to be dead by tomorrow night."

"That's not what's bothering you, is it? King Oroc is going to want to take over Eurania sometime, Factory or not. You're Iraban. He's going to unite the Iraban. You'll have to fight him sooner or later, or submit. "

"He might be right. The sun burns stronger every year. We all know that. Destroying The Factory might be a good thing."

"Millions will die. What's good about that?"

"I don't want to fight him," said Ramiles.

"I know. He's your brother, isn't he?" said Gilmar.

"Yes. They all are. How did you know?"

"I suspected anyway. It seemed obvious when I looked at him."

"Did the others notice?" asked Ramiles.

"I don't think so. They seemed more concerned about what they were doing than what they looked like. No one mentioned the likeness,"  said Gilmar.

"How can I fight against them?" said Ramiles, standing up then and starting to pace in agitation. "Among the Iraban the family is everything. I've just found mine. Am I supposed to have them butchered tomorrow?" ,

"You have to rise above these considerations, Ramiles. Whether  you want to be a king or not doesn't matter. Who your family is doesn't matter. A great deal depends on your decision. You have to do what's right. That' s the choice you have to make. Right or wrong."

Ramiles turned and looked at him, almost pleading. "My family is on the other side!" he said.

"When you thought Zergon was your father, you were going to join King Oroc. Remember?"

"I was doing what I thought was right," said Ramiles. 

"No one can ask any more of you."

"It's easy for you."

"I know," said Gilmar. "I'm glad. It's not my decision. I shouldn't try to sway you."

"Why stop now?" said Ramiles. "You've had your hand in everything that's happened. We don't even know where you're from. We don't know what you really know." Ramiles was looking at Gilmar then and noticed that he couldn't look him in the eye when he said that. "What do you know, Gilmar? You should tell me everything. Why did you suspect that Oroc was my brother?"

"I told you when I met you that I was looking for a book of prediction. Well, I found it," Gilmar said.

"And?"

"It said there would be a great battle between two brothers," said Gilmar.

"Who wins?"

"The evil one," said Gilmar.

"Do you believe that?" asked Ramiles.

"I don't believe you're destined to die tomorrow. You can change your fate by how you behave."

"Then what can I do that's really evil before tomorrow morning?" said Ramiles as if musing on it.

"If you do bad things, it shows in your heart. It shows on your face," Gilmar said.

"My brother's face looked just fine," said Ramiles. "I'm the one who killed five men on Sackment Island. I murdered the King."

"Do you regret it?" asked Gilmar.

"No," said Ramiles. "Someone had to kill him. He deserved it and I don't mind being responsible. I did what I thought was right at the time."

"Then you've nothing to regret."

Ramiles stood in the middle of the tent and seemed to simply gaze away. "I wish I could hold her in my arms right now," he said with great sadness.

"She came to the camp today. She's staying in a village half way to Migifa," said Gilmar.

"What?" said Ramiles, staring at him. "She came to see me and you didn't tell me?'"

“I was going to tell you. I was hoping you I d ask about her. I'll keep you company on the road."

----------------------------------------------------------------

                            CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

It was bright enough to travel that night. They came upon tents and wagons and people camping by the roadside, but a sense of calm and peace overlay everything. It was something to do with the light from the moon and stars and the landscape rolling away, acre upon acre of wheat stubble broken only by the occasional white gum tree.

"I rode along here with your fath ... King Zergon once," said Gilmar. "It doesn't seem so long ago."

Ramiles didn't reply. He'd started off from the camp alight with expectation, but he'd grown quieter and quieter as they journeyed along. He was sunk in reflection and didn't seem to be noticing much of the world as he passed it by. Whenever he thought of Tetra a pang of longing and fear made him catch his breath. So he tried not to think about her.

He thought about what might happen at dawn and he felt a chill run through his bones. Anxiety began to creep over his skin, but he told himself he wouldn't be diminished by fear at the time. After an hour or so, everything had calmed down and he rode on in a kind of blank resignation.

"I don't think he thought I was very good company," said Gilmar. He was hauling two spare horses and wasn't sunk in the saddle like Ramiles.

"How long do we have to go?" Ramiles asked after another long silence.

"Not long," said Gilmar. He was quiet for a while, but he wanted to bring Ramiles out of himself. "There's a story I know about a sage and his student, and some ants," said Gilmar. "Would you like to hear it?"

"No," said Ramiles.

SOMETHING MISSING HERE.

WRONG PLAC E

drunkenness. Curses were being hurled, someone had fallen down, a fight started, and a woman stood screaming abuse. The barman stiffened with fright.

These weren't country people. They were camp followers, scavengers. The barman looked over and saw Ramiles standing in the doorway. Gilmar joined him. Other people noticed them and looked over. The fracas subsided. Everyone was looking over. They could see the chain mail under Ramiles robe. Ramiles took out his sword. The place was very quiet.

"Everyone  out," he said.

There were mutters, and they looked at him, and decided they'd better leave. He moved aside and they went passed under his stare like whipped dogs. Then the place was empty apart from the Ramiles and Gilmar, and the barman. The barman began to edge his way out the back.

"I'd like you to stay," said Ramiles quietly. "This man will wait for me here. 'There's the woman."

He went into a room upstairs and she was standing against the bare back wall, dressed in black from head to toe, a veil covering her face. The door closed behind him and they stood facing each other for a moment. Then, at the same time, they began to walk forward slowly. He  stopped a few feet from her and felt himself tremble. Then he raised his hands and gently removed the veil. Her face was discoloured still. It looked sore. His hands were on her shoulders and he pulled her forward until their foreheads touched.

"I'm so very, very sorry," he said softly. He felt tears run down his face. "I'm so sorry. So sorry."

"I'm sorry too, Ramiles. Come and we'll sit down. We have thingsto talk about."

There were two wicker chairs and they sat on them, facing each other with their knees touching, holding hands.

"I couldn't let you go into battle thinking I was feeling bitter."

"I didn't think..."

"Let me finish," she said. "I wasn't your fault. You didn't hurt me. I wanted you close to me, and I betrayed you, and I'm sorry. I should have let you do what you wanted to do."

"If they took you and you told them what they wanted to know..."

"I went to them. You didn't think..." she tailed off, staring at him, her whole face beginning to weaken."

"I did hope once," he said, looking down. "But not for some time now. But it's alright. It worked out. I should be fighting Oroc, not fighting for him."

"Do you forgive me?" she said.

"I can say the words." He was looking into her eyes. "And I can’t forget it now, but it will always be there, healed with a scar." His head turned down.

"Can you understand why I did it? I did it because I loved you."

"You did it because you wanted me."

"I did it because I wanted you."

"And I want you too."

She seemed surprised when she heard that and looked away. He knew he'd made a mistake. She might have loved him once, but maybe she didn't anymore. His spirit hardened and he felt himself withdraw a little from the situation. Suddenly, he knew that all he wanted from this meeting was to leave without feeling poisoned by bitterness.

"I don't suppose becoming Queen of Eurania would tempt someone like you?" he said only half seriously, leaning back a little.

"No," she said, kind of smiling at him. "Anyway, I'd feel guilty having children. You should maybe come and see me sometimes when I'm well again."

"You're the only person I feel myself with," he said.

She suddenly started to laugh. He realised what she was laughing at and began to laugh with her. They couldn't stop. He finally came down, with a sigh.

"We used to have such fun together, Ramiles," she said, squeezing his arm.

"I know," he said, still looking down. But his mind was already changing focus. He had things to do. There was a battle to be fought. She sensed the difference.

"It was good of you to come and see me," she said. "Are you worried about tomorrow?"

He got up suddenly and walked across to the wall, then back again. "A lot of lives depend on what I do," he said. He wasn't looking at her anymore.

"You killed an ogre once," she said, trying to reach him. He began to pace back and forth.

"They can put that on my tombstone. The man who killed the ogre," he said, a little bitterly.

"Don't talk about tombstones, Ramiles. Please," she said, knowing the mood was slipping away from her.

"They'll be able to lay them from here half way to Migifa, " he replied. Then he kept pacing. "That's the thing with Oroc, " he continued. "Conviction. He has that on his side. He doesn't care if corpses stretch from here to the capital of Ingistat as long as he wins." Nothing was said for a little while. Ramiles stopped pacing and looked over for a long, long moment. She was looking nervously down at her hands.

"Why won't you be my queen?" he said, the sound of his voice odd in the room as if somone else had spoken.

"What are King Zergon's queens doing now?" she asked, looking up at him.

"They're back with their families," he said quietly.

"WeIl, I have no family to go back to, Ramiles. There's just me."

"And there's just me. You could have been family to me," he said.

"I don't want to have a family," she said, looking away.

"Neither do I." He suddenly laughed, bitterly, in a way she'd never heard before.

"I think I'd better be going," she said a little fearfully. She made for the bed where a bundle of things lay strapped with belts. She felt compelled to turn and looked at him. "I wish you luck," she said hesitantly.

"Luck? Fate? I've got a feeling a little conviction would go a long way." He was standing still, looking grim. He resented being there now. He was on the verge of raging, shouting at her. He was staring right through her.

"Wish me luck," she almost pleaded, standing there with the bundle under her arm. "I loved you once, Ramiles. I'll try to love you again."

"There might not be the time," he said. "But it wasn't your fault. You didn't make any difference. If I had never set eyes on you, it, would have turned out the same. So good luck." He was clenching his jaws and trying to sound as if he meant it.

She left the room. He stood there rigid for as long as he could then, with a great yell and bellow, he kicked over the table, picked up a chair and smashed it into the far wall.

When he went downstairs, he had his purse, which was full of coins, in his hand. The bar was empty apart from the barman who stood behind his counter, looking over at him with wide eyes. Ramiles approached and poured the coins onto the bar. It was a lot of money to the barman who stared down at it, still afraid.

"That's for your trouble," said Ramiles. "I'm the King of Eurania. I'm here to spread a little sweetness and light around," he said, then turned and left the place.

Outside Gilmar was waiting, standing by three of the horses. Another horse was further up the road. Tetra sat on it sidesaddle, but wasn't looking back. Ramiles tried not to look in that direction. Gilmar was pulling one of the unridden mounts round for him. They faced each other over it's back for a moment. Gilmar looked away just before Ramiles began to mount.

"Did it not go well?" asked Gilmar, not really needing to be told.

"Is it your fault?" Ramiles was staring down at him, holding his eyes with his.

"I don't think so," said Gilmar.

"Did I ever really have a choice, Gilmar?" asked Ramiles, suddenly quiet and intense. "A free choice?"

"Maybe you were predisposed."

"It would be good to have someone to blame," said Ramiles.

"Blame Oroc," said Gilmar.

Ramiles kept looking down, and then kind of snorted, and looked along the road.  "Safely home, monk," he said as he spurred his horse. Gilmar stared after him until Ramiles came to the slope at the edge of town and couldn't be seen anymore. 

He felt drained on the road back to the camp at first, and very alone. It would have been better if he hadn't met her. It hadn't gone the way he'd hoped. She didn't love him. Nobody did. Maybe some of his brothers or sisters loved him, in a way, but that didn't seem to count for much. They didn't know him. Maybe no one would ever really know him again, except as the King. He rode on.

It wasn't yet dawn when he saw the camp way before him in the valley between undulations. In the moonlight, he saw waves of footsoldiers move over the hill. Two Royal Guardsmen on horseback challenged him and when he told them he was the King of Eurania, they fell in behind. Ramiles' back stiffened. He sat in the saddle at his full height. I am the King of Eurania, he thought. And it's not just my life. If I lose today, people who don't even know I exist will die for it. But I'm not going to lose, he thought, then found himself drawing a deep breath as a thrill filled out his body.

He wasn't going to lose. He knew it. He just knew it. Because of the kind of man he was and the kind of fight he was fighting, he was going to win. He felt himself smile. Then he laughed and made the horse gallop. A little bit of conviction. He laughed again. He was going to win. He was going to win. He was going to win.

The army commanders were waiting anxiously for him in his tent, which had been moved to the top of the rise. They stood up quickly when he entered, all except Lerion who stayed seated. He was drinking wine with one leg over the arm of his chair, looking rather morose. Everyone else there seemed to inspire confidence in Ramiles. They were strong men, solid and experienced. They were looking at Ramiles closely. He smiled broadly and raised his arms in the air.

"We're going to win!" he shouted, then went in among them, shaking hands and back slapping. "Is everything prepared?" he asked and they nodded and muttered in agreement. "What a day it's going to be!" he shouted and span round with his arms wide. He could see their faces gleam at him. They were smiling, chuckling, beating their fists into the palms of their hands. "We know what's going to happen, don't we? Yes! We'll hold their charge with our pikemen, then attack with our calvary from either flank, and they'll wish they'd stayed in Ingistat! We'll be there in the autumn. We'll unite the Iraban! We'll lead the whole nation! Now, go back to your men and await the dawn!"

They all began to take their leave, having their hands shaken at the doorway, a word of encouragement for each of them, their spirits brightened. Only Lerion was left with Ramiles. Lerion stared over at him rather balefully, he head bowed a little towards his chest. Ramiles brought a chair closer to his and stood beside it with his foot resting on the seat. He looked at Lerion and was surprised that he seemed so drunk. It was the kind of drunkenness that wasn't pleasant and light, but ugly and morose. Ramiles found it hard to believe that he'd gotten into that state.

"Lerion, why did you get so drunk?" he said angrily.

"Because we know what's going to happen, don't we?" Lerion shouted, mimicing him. "King Oroc is going to lead the charge and our pikemen will shrink away from him, and our lines will break and the footsoldiers will fall into themselves until they panic and run. And they'll be running all the way to bloody Migifa! That's what's going to happen! Isn't it?"

Ramiles stared over at him, feeling the anger rising, trying to control it. He didn't say anything for quite a time.

"You're so weak, Lerion," he said, almost surprised at what he was saying. "You fell apart when Zergon was wounded and now we have another crisis and you're falling apart again! I can't believe it," he said. He was shaking with anger. "You always seemed so strong and sure and safe. What has happened to you?"

"We killed Zergon to make a peace and now we're at war with the Hidden One! It's suicide. It's insane. He can't be beaten. Can't we make peace with him even now?" he asked, almost pleading.

"So you think he's the Hidden One, do you?," said Ramiles," shaking his head and slowly walking round the tent. "Well, I'll tell you something, Lerion," he said, slowly approaching in an almost threatening way. "King Oroc is my brother. We were both taken hostage after the last war and the only time he's ever been hidden was when he was hidden in the Palace in Migifa with me!" Lerion's face hung open in shocked disbelief. "And after today he's finished! It's me who'll unite the Iraban, not him! He's evil, wicked, and he's going to die! If I have to, I'll kill him myself because it' s the right thing to do!"

"You're not my brother?" said Lerion, staring up at him, almost unable to believe what he'd heard. "You mean, you're King of Eurania and you're not even part of my family?" Ramiles nodded at him.

"It's the truth," he said.

"Then I'll go to the front line!" shouted Lerion, swaying to his feet. "Because I don't want to be alive and know something like that!"

He was waving his arms and heading for the door, but Ramiles grabbed him from behind and threw him down on some cushions. He was surprised at how easily he'd pulled him back and how strong he felt.

"You'll stay in this tent until the battle's over!" Ramiles shouted at him furiously. "You're a disgrace to any family! You deserve to die for failing me like this! And if the Ingistats don't kill you, I might do it myself. Now, stay here! There'll be guards on the doors. I'll tell them to kill you if you step outside!"

Lerion lolled on the cushions and started to laugh sardonically. "You wouldn't have my head chopped off, would you, Ramiles?"

"Just stay where you are!" Ramiles shouted at him before striding out of the tent.

He rode along the top of the rise with Sendor by his side. They rode one way then they other, then stopped. Ramiles looked at the phalanxes of footsoldiers in front of him and at the calvary waiting on either flank.

It seemed darker then than at any other time of the night and he couldn't see as far as the Ingistat lines. Then the sky in the east began to lighten in pink, then red, and the sun began to climb over the horizon.

Ramiles sat there quietly. There was no need to say anything to anyone. No aides or messengers clamoured for his attention. He sat on his horse and was able to see the Ingistat lines now. They'd come out of their camp and were waiting, just waiting for the light to improve a little.

"How do you think it'll go?" Ramiles asked without looking round at Sendor. He could sense that Sendor was being, uncharacterically, careful about what he said.

"We chose the ground," he finally replied. "We've manouvred over the ground. It's our ground. We should win," he said.

"You know the men, Sendor. Do they think he's the Hidden One?"

"Some of them do," said Sendor. "I don't know how many."

"Will the line hold if King Oroc leads the charge?"

"It might not," said Sendor.

"Then I'm going to nake sure he doesn't lead the charge," said Ramiles grimly. "Lead me through the footsoldiers, Sendor. I'll have to get between the armies."

"You don't have to do that," said Sendor.

"Yes, I do. Lead me through."

The footsoldiers seemed possessed of an eerie quietness, as if each man was trying to gather himself in the last moments before danger and death. Then they heard Sendor shouting and bawling that the King was coming through and they moved aside, the long shields clanking and the pikes waving as if in a sudden wind. He could see the startled faces, some looking fearful, leaning away. They were given plenty of room to move forward. Suddenly, as he spurred his horse passed Sendor, there was acres of space in front of him. He began to gallop along the line, waving his sword in the air and shouting.

"I, King Ramiles, will challenge King Oroc to mortal combat. If he doesn't fight, he's a coward! And if he fights, I'll kill him dead!"

The faces he was looking at suddenly seemed to come to life. Some of them began to knock their pike shafts against their shields and soon all of them seemed to be doing it. Then some of them began to hoot and ululate, and others were yelling. Ramiles put his sword away, turned his horse and galloped away from the wall of noise towards the Ingistat lines. He wasn't twenty yards from them when he pulled his horse round. 

Four men in white robes sat on horseback right at the centre of the Ingistat calvary. They were all wearing chain mail balaclavas under their hoods so that none of the lower halves of their faces could be seen. It was difficult to tell one from the other, but Ramiles knew who they were and shouted in that direction.

"King Ramiles challenges King Oroc to a trial by combat, a fight to the death to take place midway between the armies! Come, brother, I'll be waiting for you and so is hell!"

Ramiles rode back towards his own lines then and didn't see the commotion his challenge began to cause. There was some disagreement among the four. Impetuously, one of them seemed about to follow, but his horse's reins were held, just as another galloped out of the line and chased after him.

Ramiles turned midway between the armies and saw Oroc riding towards him with his sword held in the air. Ramiles kept both his hands on the reins and waited till Oroc was only twenty or so yards away before suddenly digging the spurs into his mount. It reared then charged and they bore down on one another. Ramiles felt electrified, not thinking, not frightened. He was yelling something, he didn't know what. Oroc and his mount were suddenly looming towards him, larger and larger, the King of Ingistat's arm raised to strike.

Everything was happening very fast and very slowly when Ramiles pulled his horse sharply to the right. And the sound of the hooves and the breath and the jangling, thundrous clamour were in his ears as Oroc's sword began to descend, and the horses collided, and Ramiles tried to dip away to his right. He heard a scream and felt the impact on his left arm, but Oroc's horse was falling first and he could see the terror in Oroc's face as the King fell away before him. They piled into the earth, mounts and men, but Ramiles found himself free and on his feet, looking round at Oroc who was wriggling and struggling, trying to get his leg from under his horse.

He became frantic as Ramiles staggered towards him, the hand Oroc raised to ward off the blow empty and futile as the stroke fell and cut into his neck.

"You should have stayed hidden!" was all he heard because the second stroke killed him.

Ramiles was kneeling beside the body and sawing through the neck with his knife. Suddenly everything seemed very quite, intent and bizarre. He pulled the headdress away and put his finger into the ring as the top of a. He could feel the scalp and the hair, and he  pulled at the ring to rip the head off the body. He was standing then and, with it by his side, looking towards the Ingistat lines.

He lifted the head to chest height, and waved it, and shook it, and shouted Yaaaa! Twenty or so Ingistat calvarymen broke ranks and began to race towards him. He turned and started to walk to the Euranian lines, seeing some horsemen of his own ride out to protect him. He didn't look behind him. The horses hurtled passed him and a skirmish developed at his back, but he seemed to pay no heed. He trudged on.

There was just him and the earth beneath his feet. He looked down at the ground disappearing beneath him till he reached the footsoldiers. He looked up just once and kept going, the pike men shrinking away from him as if he were a ghost, appalling and fascinating at the same time. None of them uttered a sound. All he could hear was the ripple of noise making a way before him. He didn't look back at the battlefield from the top of the rise, but walked straight passed the guards into his tent.

Lerion was staring into a goblet of wine which was raised almost to his lips. He gazed and sighed and was just putting it to his mouth when Ramiles walked into the tent. He stared at the head.

"Yes, it's his head!" shouted Ramiles with great elation in his voice, suddenly almost drunk with triumph. "I cut if off! That's what happens when you become King. The heads begin to roll," he said, and with that tossed the head into some cushions near the wall. It did roll. Lerion slowly and carefully placed the goblet back onto the table. Ramiles came towards him.

"Don't worry, brother. Your head's safe. We've won! We've won! His army will fall apart!"

 Ramiles stood there and Lerion got to his feet slowly. He seemed much soberer than he had been, but he still wasn't sober. Maybe just colder.

"We've won, I said," said Ramiles. "What's the matter?"

"I just can't believe it. I thought I was going to be dead and now I'm not," he said, turning his face away. He rubbed his hand across his mouth and walked towards Ramiles, putting his arms out to the stationary figure. "Congratulations," he said, clapping Ramiles on the arms. Ramiles winced away.

"I forgot for a moment. I took a blow on the arm," he said, tentatively patting where it was sore.

"You need a drink! Nothing for a blow on the arm quite like a drink," said Lerion, sounding suddenly more like his old self.

He hurried over to the table and returned with the goblet he'd been using.

"Not a drop touched my lips!" he said.

Ramiles knew the jollity was forced, but didn't want to have any trouble with Lerion. He wanted things to be the way they had been before they agreed to murder Zergon. He wanted a new chapter opened and for things to be better than they had been. He raised the goblet a little towards Lerion who seemed paused and on hold somehow.

"Won't you drink with me, Lerion?" he said. Lerion immediately hurried over, almost skipping, to pour himself some wine. He came back and they clinked goblets.

"Look out belly, here it comes," said Lerion, but paused with the goblet at his lips, watching Ramiles drain his in one. Then Lerion took a sip of his. 

"This wine tastes odd," said Ramiles, looking down at the goblet.

"It beautiful wine!" said Lerion. "Have another glass." He took  the goblet from Ramiles and hurried to refill it. As he came back, he saw Ramiles kind a sway a little.

"I feel sick," said Ramiles.

"You drank it too fast," said Lerion, coming up close to look into his face. "Maybe it's your arm. A broken bone will make you feel nauseous, I'm told."

                 Ramiles looked down at his left hand, lifted it and clenched it.

"The arm's not broken," he said, looking a little dazed.

 "Well, good, have a seat," said Lerion, ushering him over to one.

Ramiles slumped into the seat. Lerion put the goblet into his hand then stepped back a few paces, looking over at him. They seemed silent for quite some time.

"I can't feel my feet," said Ramiles, with a bemused kind of surprise in his voice. "It's as if they're not part of me. They've gone to sleep," he said.

"That's because you've been poisoned. Yes, poisoned by the spirit of the Hidden One!" Lerion was pacing back and forth in front of the chair in some excitement. "That'll do them! I didn't hear any cheering when you came into the tent. Stunned silence, was it?"

Lerion walked over to Ramiles then and bent down towards his face. To Ramiles, it seemed as if Lerion was walking up to the curve on a goldfish bowl.

"Can't move, can you?" said Lerion. "Well, I thought I was going to die. Either way. You win or he wins, I die. But I'm not going to die, Ramiles. I was going to poison myself, but you saved me just in the nick of time." Lerion backed away, straightened up and looked down at him. "The trouble with you Ramiles is that you're too much like your brother. You both want to change things, but my family's not like that. Good or bad doesn't come into it. It's only what happens to your family that matters. You seem to have missed the point somewhere."

Lerion walked away then. "I'll be a good king," he said to himself. "I'll keep everything just the way it's always been. And I'll get drunk with whoever and whenever I like!"

Lerion was standing looking towards the tent door. He twirled the goblet, looking down, and decided he'd better have no more to drink. Ramiles died because the one who killed the Hidden Gne had to die. That'll do them, he thought. That'll do them. Then he heard a wave of noise coming towards the tent. Oroc, Oroc, Oroc, it said. Lerion looked back over towards where Ramiles was sitting.

"I'll give them Oroc alright," he said, beginning to move for the head. It was over on one ear and he pulled it round, trying to pull the chainmail balaclava off the face. "I'll have it stuck on a pike and planted outside the tent!" he shouted at Ramiles.

Then he pulled the head up by the hair and stared into the face. It could have been Ramiles he was looking at. There was no beard. Lerion looked rather stupidly at the head and blinked. Lerion felt his face drop.

It was as if something had struck him in the pit of the stomache. It wasn't Oroc. It was the man who'd hugged and kissed Ramiles on the cheek. Still, holding the head by the hair he stumbled over to the tent door, pulled it back, hearing all the time the sound of Oroc, Oroc, Oroc.

And there he was with his head uncovered, leading a charge into the almost stationary Euranic calvary on the right flank. Another charge was heading left. Half of Oroc's horsemen were waiting and chanting, Oroc, Oroc, Oroc. Lerion could see the disarray sweep through the Euranic footsoldiers who seemed not to know whether to veer left, right, or keep still. Then, as the fear seemed to ripple through them and panic spread, a wave of charging horsemen began to peel off from the rest and made for their lines. And most of them were killed, but the lines were broken for the next wave to fall upon them. Oroc, Oroc, Oroc, chanted those who were left waiting to join in.

Lerion threw the head away and came charging over to Ramiles. "You killed the wrong one!" he screamed. "You killed the wrong one!"

But by then Ramiles couldn't hear him. The heat was beginning to leave his body, starting at the feet. Inside it was like seeing pinpricks of light or fireflies in the night. Then the inhalations and exhalations stopped and there was diffused moonlight. Then a reddish glow. Then blankness and he didn't ever hear or know anything else.

---------------------------------------------------------------------

