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And so we come to the final chapter in this saga. This was a time of confusion, of uncertainty, of faltering hope, and yet those at the heart of this story knew their time was fast approaching.


This was the time Robert Douglas had most feared, for it was his hand that would divide fate from hope, his destiny to find an answer to the Prophecy, or, while delivering his country from evil, destroy the very thing he loved most.


History had always worked against him. He’d returned from his self-imposed exile to find Lusara struggling under the rule of Selar, the conqueror; the Church floundering, the powerful Guilde growing stronger under Proctor Vaughn. Vaughn knew Robert was a sorcerer – and hated him for it.


The secret Enclave, hidden high in the Goleth Mountains, was home to sorcerers who no longer dared to live in the country, fearing for their lives from both Guilde and the evil sorcerers, the Malachi. The Enclave was protected by the Key; it was this powerful talisman which had given Robert the Prophecy.


While the people needed a release from tyranny, those within the Enclave, the Salti, begged Robert to help them, but Robert, a man of honour, could not reconcile the responsibilities placed upon him with his oath of allegiance to Selar, nor with the terrible fate of the Prophecy. This conflict raged within him for more than thirty years, becoming a dark stain inside him he could neither control nor destroy. In his own mind, he called it the demon.


The one person who understood both Robert and his demon was Jennifer Ross, abducted as a child and sent to live in Shan Moss forest. When, fourteen years later, Robert rescued her, he discovered she was not only a sorcerer, with powers vastly different to any other magic-wielder in Lusara, but the daughter of the Earl of Elita. Robert returned Jenn to her father as he had promised, but even as he realised his feelings for her were changing, he discovered that she was also a part of the Prophecy, named the Ally – and he knew that if he allowed it to come true, she would be the one he would destroy.


King Selar had a new friend, Samdon Nash. A sorcerer of incredible power and evil, Nash was known as Carlan to his people, the Malachi. He would stop at nothing to posses the Key – and Jenn, the Ally.


And then fate took hold of Robert and his brother Finnlay once again, and the secret of sorcery died. Word flew across the land.


*


Nash secured his position at court, using a hideous perversion of the ancient Bonding to tie Selar to him, so the King would lose all free will and become Nash’s puppet.


Robert helped the Queen to safety, but it was Jenn’s impending marriage that finally broke him. Despite all his promises to himself, he spent the night with her, giving into the Bonding foretold by the Prophecy. Then he went into exile once again – this time determined to stay there and harm no others.


Though heartbroken, Jenn understood Robert and went through with her marriage to Duke Teige Eachern, Selar’s brutish cousin. When she found she was carrying Robert’s child, she kept the secret, allowing her husband to believe it was his.


Robert exiled himself in a remote abbey where he met Bishop Aiden McCauly, hiding there after escape from imprisonment on false charges of treason. The seeds of a deep and powerful friendship were born between the two. They were drawn from their sanctuary by threats to Robert’s brother and an attack on Jenn at Elita.


Racing across the country, they arrived at the castle in time to discover those besieging were Malachi, under control of the Angel of Darkness, the third protagonist in the Prophecy. Even as Jenn went into labour, as her father was killed and her son born, the enemy was closing in, threatening to overrun the castle. Exhausting all his defences, the demon within Robert finally cracked and broke, flooding through him with a fury that would not be denied. From the highest battlement he let loose the Word of Destruction, obliterating the Malachi and severely wounding the Angel of Darkness.


*


Five years later Robert returned again to Lusara, on an urgent mission: Selar was determined to invade neighbouring Mayenne, but his success would mean the end of Lusara. Robert set about gathering loyal men to stop Selar in his tracks.


With her husband’s death, Jenn took her son, Andrew, to live with her sister, while she joined the rebels. She and Robert travelled to the southern continent in search of answers to the Prophecy; though answers eluded them, the trip healed the rift between them, and Robert vowed to marry her … but on their return to Bleakstone, Robert’s allies insisted instead he marry Selar’s daughter, Galiena, and, upon victory, that he take the crown. Jenn insisted that he agree; Lusara was more important than their love.


After the wedding, word arrived that Selar was advancing to the border and the rebel forces were mobilised.


Jenn headed to the Enclave, where she was chosen by the Key to replace the dead Jaibir, the leader of the colony. Robert arrived too late to stop it: with Jenn now joined to the Key for life, Robert could no longer trust her; he left to rejoin his army.


Still determined to help, Jenn joined Robert’s army. That night, when their camp was attacked by Malachi, one young woman was captured, Sairead, the girl Robert’s closest friend had fallen in love with.


At dawn the battle was engaged. Both sides fought hard, but there was no clear winner, even though Robert killed Selar.


As Robert slept fitfully that night, Malachi crept into the camp, freed Sairead and abducted Micah, her lover, Robert’s closest companion. When the armies lined up for battle the following day, Robert faced his bitterest enemy, Nash, the Angel of Darkness.


Robert rescued Micah, but was stabbed in the back by Sairead. Believing Micah had betrayed him, Robert turned to fight Nash, who was severely wounded, his power virtually gone. Robert too was hurt, but Jenn felt the build-up of power and knew Robert was preparing to use the Word of Destruction to kill both himself and Nash – he would defy the Prophecy he hated with his own death.


Jenn rushed between them, using her own awesome powers to split them apart. Nash was spent, but alive, and Kenrick’s men rescued him from the field. Robert remained standing long enough to see Kenrick’s army racing away in terror and to hear the cheers of his own men. Then he collapsed into Finnlay’s arms.


*


The war was over, and Kenrick – now King – fled back to Marsay with the wounded Nash and the dispirited Malachi. Micah, desolate to be banished from Robert’s side, left to play bodyguard to his friend’s son, Andrew. Robert’s army buried its dead that night as Robert himself lay dying, his wounds severe, the demon inside him making them worse.


Finnlay fetched Jenn, hoping she would tell Robert that she loved him and that Andrew was his son so Robert might have something to fight for. But Jenn’s choices were too limited; the only way to save Robert was with another lie: she told him that she had never loved him – and the demon struck out at her, but with Robert so weak, it could do no damage. Now the demon was working to heal him, but he looked at her with hatred. She left for the Enclave, knowing that she had irrevocably lost his love – but that he was now free of her, free to fulfil a destiny his country cried out for.


*


For the next eight years, Robert worked in the background, carrying out small raids against the Crown and Guilde, gathering support and information. Though he achieved much, he was not yet ready to move against Kenrick, who had grown into an even worse tyrant than his father – the boy was a powerful, though untrained, sorcerer firmly under Nash’s control.


Though the country was desperate, Robert couldn’t move until one last piece was in place. In a monastery in Flan’har, and with his most trusted allies around him, Robert announced that he was placing Jenn’s son, Andrew, on the throne of Lusara. He would fight and destroy Nash, while Andrew dealt with Kenrick, his cousin. Bishop McCauly and the others would remain in Flan’har, ready to support Andrew when the time came.


Andrew, growing up strong in the care of his mother in the Enclave and Micah at home, knew nothing of Robert’s plans until Robert kidnapped him one night. In his secret home buried inside the caves under Nanmoor, Robert detailed enough of his plans to horrify the fourteen-year-old boy before returning him to his home at Maitland. Here Robert saw Jenn for the first time since the Battle of Shan Moss, eight years before.


After his fight with Robert at that same battle, Nash was broken in body, but not in spirit. As his life had been sustained by the blood of others, his wounds required more to heal – and this blood he found hard to obtain. Crippled but unbowed, he set out to place his Bonded Malachi spies in the courts of southern princes, and to capture Jenn’s son with an eye to replacing Kenrick with him, if the King did not obey.


But even as he sent his men south to kidnap Andrew, another more desperate struggle erupted and, to his surprise, Nash discovered that he had a daughter of his own blood. With all haste, he set out to find her, imprisoning Valena, the mother, and using the child’s blood to repair his injuries, increasing his power tenfold. For three days he lay vulnerable while his body was rebuilt, but at dawn on the fourth he rose, strong, whole and more powerful than he’d ever thought possible.


Nash’s Malachi attacked Andrew and Micah, but Jenn and Robert intervened, rescuing the boy. In revenge, Andrew’s aunt and uncle were murdered by the Malachi and, fearing more reprisals, Robert took them all back to the Enclave.


Though they were now safe from Nash, the Malachi and even Kenrick, Robert felt the evil had followed him, in the shape of the demon nestling inside him, burning with anger and hatred: if he lost control, he would use the Word of Destruction as he’d been told in the Prophecy. But even as his ability to contain the demon cracked and broke, Jenn’s love held him secure. He saw at last that she’d been his all along.


Robert presented Jenn with the one thing they’d always believed could help their struggle against Nash: the Calyx. But as they took it before the Key, hoping for the answers they desperately needed, disaster struck. Key and Calyx joined to become one and, in the process, the protective walls around the Enclave fell away, leaving them open to discovery by Nash. With his new powers, Nash cried with delight, promising to cross the country to find them, kill Robert and take the Key – and Jenn. His victory was assured.


*


In the act of salvation, you will become desolation itself, destroying that which you love most … So said the Prophecy to Robert, when he was just nine years old. From that day onwards, everything he did to prove it wrong only proved it right. Every attempt he’d made to free Lusara, to help his people, the Salti, ended in the destruction of something – and always by his hand. Now he knew; there was nowhere else for him to go. He had to accept the fate handed him; he had never had a choice, and never would.


But for Robert Douglas, torn across layers of history he could never understand, victory and failure had become one. He could not know that courage alone would not be enough, that the answers he needed were closer than he thought, nor that history itself would be his salvation. And he could certainly never know that the Ally of Prophecy had yet to speak.


He could be absolutely sure about only one thing: if it took his last, dying breath, Lusara would be free.


Excerpt from The Secret History of Lusara – Ruel 






This eerie tale of evil grows


Its tail around the wind and blows


A course through good and willing breath


To stab and hack hard hope to death







O, wonder ye with eyes so wide


Wherever men of good do hide


They stand but here, with courage sure


To fight the dark for ever more







He listened hard, with eyes of tears


Such tales of woe for these long years


And with that strength of eons born


He gathered all before the storm







His savage gale swept o’er the land


Slew deadly dark, his bloody hand


And blinded, fuelled further by his ire,


True Prophecy, his trial of fire.





TRADITIONAL





1



John knew he was going to die, but since he could no longer feel his fingers or toes, or most of his extremities, he could be reasonably assured that his death would be relatively painless. But to die in such a manner, in the middle of the night, lost in a snowstorm, somewhere in southern Flan’har, was not quite the hero’s demise he might have hoped for. Of course, he’d never actually hoped for any kind of demise, hero’s or otherwise, but the truth was, if he had to die, then he would have chosen to do so pursuing the cause of his people’s freedom. Instead, it appeared he was going to die pursuing the end of a road lost some moments after dark, many hours ago.


Nobody had warned him about the weather. In fact, at the inn where he’d stayed the previous night, he’d been assured the worst of the winter was most definitely over and that setting out on foot at dawn the next morning would gain him his destination by nightfall. It was true that black clouds had mocked the morning sunshine, but he was a priest and had never really had much cause to learn to read the weather … or maps, or how to tell the direction from the sun – assuming there was one.


This was his first pilgrimage; it was fast turning into his last. He’d known there would be risks when he’d left Maitland, and Andrew, bless his soul, had been worried, had given him advice that no ordinary fourteen-year-old boy would normally offer. The young Duke had urged him to be careful, while pretending there was no envy in his eyes. He’d seen John’s trip as an adventure, and wished he could have one of his own, but Andrew’s foster parents, his Aunt Bella and Uncle Lawrence, would have preferred their precious boy to remain at home, and not even cross the country to see his mother, a woman they both knew was a sorcerer.


Of course, they’d never known that John was also a sorcerer – though to look at his current predicament, he would be embarrassed to admit to such skills. But John hadn’t practised much, concentrating instead on his vocation, knowing in his bones that he was born for the Church – even if that same Church’s laws against sorcerers would have him executed if he were ever discovered.


Times had changed, though. King Kenrick had overturned the laws against sorcery because he had abilities himself, and both Guilde and Church claimed they would not slaughter anyone they found with talents … assuming they could know just by looking, or assuming sorcerers would be stupid enough to confess their abilities even now …


His mind was drifting. Though he placed one foot in front of the other, though he pushed the air in and out of his lungs, his mind couldn’t hold onto his place, his moment, his night of dark, his black and white death.


John had wanted so much to make this pilgrimage, to find this man and place himself into his service. He’d done all he could for Andrew, but the boy had grown up and for John, there were other paths he knew he had to follow, so he’d left all his comforts behind, packed a few meagre belongings and set out on foot to cross the border into Flan’har. He had no idea where he should look, but he was positive he was needed to help a man whose spiritual leadership he knew would one day free not only Lusara, but also Lusara’s sorcerers.


John’s foot came down hard on something and twisted sideways. The rest of him followed and he landed spread-eagled in the snow, fresh flakes landing softly on his face. He could see nothing now as he looked up, just the frame of snow around his body where his landing had created a hole and a black nothing above. So, this was his death. He needed to make his confession, to release the regret that he had waited so long to find Aiden McCauly, not to mention the hubris that the great man would have need of a man who couldn’t even follow a road after dark—


‘You there! Are you alive?’


John frowned. Was that a real voice, or simply his mind playing evil games before it gave up the ghost?


‘Are you hurt? Can you move?’


A face appeared in front of him. Though it was dark, he could make out deep lines, a thick beard and a frown of concern. A hand reached out and shook his shoulder.


‘Are you dead yet?’


‘I … don’t think so.’ John managed. He tried to convince his body to move, but he could feel no more than the inside of his mouth now; the rest of him was happy to just lie there in the soft, warm snow.


There was movement around him, and in the distance he could hear the jingle of horse reins, the hard thud of other feet landing on the ground. It appeared there were people around here who had no trouble keeping track of the road.


‘You’re a very lucky man.’ Hands came around him, lifting him up, wrapping him in something he couldn’t feel. ‘We almost didn’t come out on patrol tonight. We were about to turn back when we saw you fall. What in the name of Serin are you doing out here on your own, on foot? What’s your name?’


‘John … Father John Ballan. I was … looking for … looking for … Bleaksn—’ The words got much harder to find all of a sudden. He looked into the face of the man holding him up, caught the shadows of a dozen horses behind him, and something that might have been lights far in the distance. Then abruptly everything went dark.


*


‘I think he’s one of yours.’


‘But where did he come from?’


‘He didn’t say, but he was clearly alone and he’s definitely not armed. Nor did he exhibit any signs that he’s been Bonded by Nash.’


‘That we know of.’


‘Was I wrong to bring him in?’


‘No, of course not! Still, I can’t help wondering what he was thinking. Do you think he was looking for us?’


‘Well, the last thing he said was something that sounded like Bleakstone Castle.’


‘What do you think?’


‘As I said, Bishop, I think he’s one of yours.’


‘Very well. Let me see him. Did you find out his name?’


‘Father John Ballan.’


‘Father?’


John blinked, but his eyes were too sore to keep open. He was comfortable, that much was certain. And he was warm. Oh, so warm! Warm and comfortable. Now if only those people would stop talking, he’d be able to get some more rest and—


The bed dipped and he opened his eyes a little again – and gasped in shock. ‘Bishop!’ Desperately, he struggled to sit up, but Aiden McCauly placed a firm but gentle hand on his chest and kept him down.


‘You stay right where you are, Father. I don’t think you’ll be getting up before tomorrow.’


John blinked again, his eyes still sore, but he couldn’t close them now if his life depended on it. Aiden McCauly was sitting on the side of his bed, alive, well and with a small smile playing across his face. John prayed silently that he wasn’t still lying in the snow somewhere, breathing his last and dreaming this.


McCauly had aged since the last time John had seen him, fifteen years ago. The brown hair was mostly grey, and the lines on his face were deep, though few. Still, his gentle brown eyes were as perceptive as ever. For a man in his sixties, living in exile, Aiden McCauly had done better than most.


The truly elected Bishop of Lusara was now holding a cup of something hot to John’s lips; he dutifully sipped. The aroma of the spiced brew drifted into the room, making him sleepy again.


‘Now,’ McCauly began, holding the cup between his hands, ‘Deverin tells me you were on foot? The last I heard, you were living at Maitland Manor, tutor and chaplain to Andrew Eachern, Duke of Ayr. What brings you here? And on foot?’


‘Forgive me, Your Grace.’ John tried again to sit up, but at the Bishop’s gesture, he settled once more. ‘I came to … to find you. I want to—’ He paused. Suddenly his deep desire to be instrumental in the freeing of his people seemed an exercise in self-indulgence. He’d already had an important role, and he’d forsaken Andrew to come here, and be a burden on the one man who—


‘You want to?’ McCauly prompted.


‘I want to help you, Your Grace.’


‘Help me?’


‘Yes. If you will allow it.’


‘Help me how?’


And there it was, the moment he had been dreading. He knew when he left Maitland, even when he had first contemplated this pilgrimage, that he would have to confess this most secret of secrets. Though his body ached, he took a deep breath. ‘You have been working with Robert Douglas.’


‘Have I?’ McCauly was noncommittal.


‘Yes. And you’ve been writing books and papers, disseminating them throughout Lusara. You’ve been writing about sorcery and how the Church needs to question all we’ve been told about it. That there are questions about the old Empire and the Guilde’s ancient attitude to sorcery. That every priest must search his conscience and ask what it is we most fear, and how best we should address those fears. How simple prejudice only breeds more fear and hatred.’


Surprised, McCauly sat back. He put the cup on the side table and laced his fingers together. His expression gave nothing away. ‘You have certainly kept up with your reading. So tell me, why would this make you want to join me?’


‘Because, Your Grace, I … I am a sorcerer.’


There was nothing in McCauly’s gaze, not a hint in his movements; just a pause and no more. Then, abruptly, he got to his feet and moved away a little to poke at the fire. For the first time, John noticed the rest of the room, but he couldn’t take in details other than the warm ochre colours, the sparse furnishings.


‘You recall,’ McCauly began softly, ‘Everard Payne, Earl of Cannockburke?’


‘Of course, Your Grace.’


McCauly turned and faced him squarely. ‘He told me you had been instrumental in aiding my escape from prison. He never actually said, but I had to assume the only way you could do so was to use sorcery.’


‘I’m sorry, Your Grace.’


‘For what? For having the courage to take such a risk on my behalf? If you’d been caught, Father, you would have been burned at the stake! And now you’ve come all the way here – on foot – to help me?’


John was taken aback at the fierceness in the Bishop’s gaze. It lasted only a moment, then McCauly was calm once more, his hands folded again into his woollen sleeves. ‘By all means, Father, if you want to help, then I am not the man to dictate in what manner you give that help. For my part, I am glad to have the company of another priest. Tomorrow we will celebrate mass together. In the meantime, I ask that you get your rest. You will be sore tomorrow for your trouble.’


As he turned to go, he paused, showing John his face in profile. ‘And you being here has given me the opportunity to thank you personally for your part in my rescue. You are indeed a very brave man, Father John, and our cause is the stronger for your joining it. Good night.’


‘Good night, Your Grace,’ he breathed into the silence. Then the door was closed behind the Bishop and John lay there with a grin on his face, his aches and his sore eyes completely forgotten.


*


John had no idea what time it was when he woke. There was some daylight, a few misty clouds, and a gusty wind that whistled under his door now and then, but beyond that, he could only guess.


He got out of bed gingerly, his muscles protesting even that little effort. But he needed to relieve himself and was delighted to find a corner curtain hiding a garderobe. After that, he found a bowl of warmish water, a towel and some plain clothes – not clerical, but they were warm and since the Bishop hadn’t worn any kind of habit, John had to assume that was the wisest move.


He washed and dressed quickly, not wanting to lose this dearly won heat. Some kind soul had left him some food on a tray. He ate only enough to quell his grumbling stomach, then, a little excited, a little daunted, he opened the door of his room and peeked into the passage. It was dark except for a slit of weak sunlight from a narrow window further along which marked the wooden floor and half the opposite stone wall. He tried to get his bearings, to gauge from the smells and noises of this place his best option for finding other people, but Bleakstone sounded horribly silent for a castle well-inhabited with rebels.


John closed his door quietly. Choosing at random he turned to his right, heading for the narrow window and what looked like a staircase beyond it. It wasn’t a staircase, but rather, an angled turn in the wall, which he followed. It was lit by more narrow windows which looked down onto a courtyard. An open door showed a room with two tables, one long, one round. The long table had piles of books, scrolls charts and other things he recognised. The round table had a beautifully carved book stand, a thick tome resting upon it, and at the side, an inkwell, a pen, a sheaf of papers and a heavy eye-glass. Curiosity burned within him and, despite his years of discipline as a priest, he took a step inside.


‘Ah, there you are!’


John started at the Bishop’s voice coming from behind the door. There was a fireplace against that wall; McCauly had obviously been reading while warming himself. He was watching John with a smile. ‘I’m glad to see you up at last. Did you sleep well? Do you feel better for your rest? We were wondering if you’d even wake today.’


‘I feel well, Your Grace. Thank you.’


‘Did you have something to eat?’


‘Yes, I did.’


McCauly took one more look at the paper he was holding, then moved to the long table, placed it on a particular pile and turned his attention on John. ‘So. You’ve decided to become a rebel.’


John didn’t need to answer.


‘You know,’ McCauly continued, ‘the others have questions regarding the wisdom of embracing you into our circle. I’m sure you understand that what we are doing here is very…’


‘Sensitive?’


‘Exactly.’


John swallowed hard. ‘Do you wish me to leave?’


‘No – and besides, that wouldn’t make them feel any better.’


John took a fortifying breath. ‘Then the only other alternative you have is to imprison me here.’ He folded his hands together. It was not what he had wished for, nor what he had hoped, but if this was the only way he could serve, then so be it. ‘I can act as scribe for you as easily from a cell as anywhere else. I am also proficient in a number of ancient languages and although I have not practised as well as I might, I am a fair Seeker and can scan on an hourly basis to warn if there are Malachi in the near vicinity. I also have some skills in treating minor wounds, though I hope that won’t be necessary.’


When McCauly said nothing, John went on, ‘I assure you I have no abilities to bend metal bars or burrow through stone. If I am to be imprisoned – which I think is your only option – then the sooner I am secured away from sensitive material—’


‘That won’t be necessary.’ McCauly picked up a log from the rack and placed it on those burning in the fireplace. ‘The others have questions – I do not and, for what it’s worth, my word carries some weight in this place.’ He turned back, his serious expression softened by a smile. ‘Now, suppose I show you around Bleakstone and introduce you to your fellow rebels? There are not that many of us here as yet, but there are reasons for that.’


‘And Robert? He is not here?’


‘No – and please don’t ask me where he is. I understand he is in Lusara, but I have no idea where. More than that I think should wait until you’ve got your bearings. Come, this way.’


*


Aiden couldn’t help watching the younger priest as he showed him through the castle. He was so very earnest, so serious, Aiden was tempted to deliberately say something to make him smile at least, if not laugh. There was an innocence to Father John Aiden hadn’t seen outside St Julian’s, the kind of innocence usually found only in children and cloistered monks.


But he had seen things, this priest. He’d been Jenn’s Chaplain at Ayr during her marriage, giving what support he could when the Duke had beaten her. He’d helped Robert get Jenn and the boy out of there and safely to Maitland. He’d stuck faithfully to Andrew ever since; Robert had often said how glad he was that John had chosen to stay at Maitland, that they had somebody they could always trust inside the house.


Of course, the others at Bleakstone weren’t actually suspicious of John; they were just naturally wary of any newcomer at a time like this.


Aiden took him through the rooms in the main keep, mostly accommodations currently empty. He did show John the tower room Robert normally used when he came here, but following a brief walk across the courtyard, and an even briefer wander through the barren castle gardens, Aiden finally took him to the council chamber.


This room was not the biggest in Bleakstone, but it was probably his favourite. The walls were covered in rich wood panels, the carvings depicting hunting scenes and dances with the gods. The floors were tiled in roan and white marble, cool in the summer, icy in winter but for the thick Alusian carpets thrown down, their colours adding to the warmth. The painted ceiling panels were decorated with key moments from the lives of previous dukes of Flan’har and, together with the rich furnishings, the deliberate light from north- and south-facing windows, there was not a day when this room was not welcoming.


Aiden spent a lot of time here, working with men who now looked up as he entered, John a step behind him. Aiden didn’t tarry with the introductions. ‘Father John Ballan, you remember Payne, Earl of Cannockburke?’


‘Of course.’ John bowed as Payne got to his feet and approached.


The Earl was taller than John, young and handsome; his eyes appraised the man. ‘It’s good to see you again, Father. You are well after your … er, trip?’


John blushed a little, but matched Payne’s smile with a hesitant one of his own. ‘Yes, thank you, my lord.’


Aiden turned to the oldest man in their group. ‘This is Sir Owen Fitzallan.’ Owen had a patch over one eye, lost fighting at Robert’s side at the Battle of Shan Moss. He’d been a servant of the House of Douglas since a boy; now an old man, he lent his wisdom, along with his ability to read the weather.


‘And this is your rescuer, Sir Alexander Deverin.’ As John bowed to the big man, Deverin clapped the priest on the shoulder. Like Owen, Deverin had been with Robert’s family since a boy. Now with a new family of his own, Robert’s Master at Arms was anxious to be able to return home to Lusara, to settle down and enjoy the peace they all craved.


‘There is one more of us,’ Aiden continued as John finished thanking Deverin for pulling him from the snow. ‘Lord Daniel Courtenay, but he is away visiting family and isn’t due to return until the end of the week. Everyone who works at Bleakstone is a refugee from Lusara, and we stay here thanks to the beneficence of Grant, Duke of Flan’har.’


‘He is a good man,’ John offered.


‘He’s a brave man.’ Payne added dryly, turning back to his seat at the table. ‘I’m not yet convinced Kenrick won’t one day bring an army over the border, though I suppose the cost might be enough to make him pause. So, Bishop, have you told him yet?’


The others looked equally enquiringly at Aiden, who said, ‘I wanted to ensure I had your agreement before I said anything. Do I?’


Payne looked once at John, then nodded. ‘Aye, you do.’ With that, he sat down again and drew the book he’d been reading towards him. The others took that as a signal. Owen returned to his window seat where he picked up a tally sheet and a marking board. Deverin sat at the table opposite Payne and resumed sorting through a pile of papers.


Recognising that their behaviour was anything but a dismissal, Aiden ushered John to the opposite end of the room and explained, his voice low enough not to disturb them, ‘This is where we do most of our work.’


‘What about your study upstairs?’


‘That’s my own work – this is … I suppose you could say Robert’s work, the work of Lusara’s rebellion.’ Aiden pulled out a chair and gestured for John to sit. ‘The last time he was here, he charged us with these responsibilities. He’d been years planning this and he left us with the paperwork and detailed instructions of what we are to do for the rebellion. He will come when he is ready for the men gathered here, and for all our other plans to be put in motion. If another comes in his place, then we will know he is dead and we must go on without him. Our role will tie in closely with his – though he has insisted we not cross the border until he gives the word.’


John frowned a little, and looked at the others. ‘Why not? Surely he would need his strongest allies to help—’


‘His plan,’ Aiden continued carefully, ‘is not to wage a war, but to fight a battle – with Samdon Nash.’


‘But what about Kenrick? He has powers and he supports Nash completely. How does Robert plan to …’


Aiden could see the questions flash across the priest’s face, along with concern, worry, ideas and, he was pleased to note, only a little fear. Already this newest recruit was thinking of solutions. Aiden answered as many of those unspoken questions as he could at once, summing them all up with one sentence. ‘Robert’s ultimate goal is to remove Nash and Kenrick and place another on the throne.’


For a moment, John didn’t move, though his eyes widened in surprise. Moments later, his face drained of colour as his agile mind got to work. He rose slowly to his feet, and whispered, ‘Andrew? He’s going to put Andrew on the throne, isn’t he?’


‘Yes.’ Aiden stood too, John’s deep shock setting off alarms in his own mind. This was more than mere surprise. ‘Why? Is there something we don’t know?’


‘But he can’t! He doesn’t—’ Abruptly, John’s mouth shut and his eyes snapped to the others, who were now staring at him openly. He blushed and dropped his gaze. ‘Forgive me, I …’


Aiden moved quickly, taking hold of John’s elbow and ushering him from the room, not pausing until they were outside in the brown and lifeless garden. ‘Tell me, Father. Whatever it is, you must say. Thousands of lives depend on your honesty.’


‘Forgive me, Your Grace.’ John held up his hands, then clasped them together, gathering himself. ‘I was just surprised. I thought he knew … but obviously— By the gods, what am I to do? What am I to say?’


Steeling himself, Aiden took a few steps away from the distressed priest, keeping his hands joined behind his back. ‘Is it something held under the seal of the confessional?’


‘No, no, that’s not the problem. I’m not supposed to know this, but it never occurred to me it could be a problem, though of course, I was blinding myself really.’


‘Father?’ Aiden insisted gently.


John shook his head. ‘You must understand, Robert can’t put Andrew on the throne.’


‘Why not?


‘Because …’ John paused, steadying himself. Then he looked up, his eyes dark with worry. ‘Because, Your Grace, Andrew is Robert’s son.’


*


There was a bench in the furthest corner of the walled garden where a trellis framed the area with a barren arch. In spring, this place would be moderately pretty, but now, with that season still a week or so away, there was nothing but bleakness in this place, the only colour coming from the red stone walls of the castle and the patchy blue of the sky above.


John followed the Bishop, sitting on the bench in silence while the older man paced for a while. Then came the questions. ‘You know this for sure?’


‘I was with the boy’s mother from the weeks after Andrew was born until she killed Eachern, almost six years later. I never asked, no. Nor could I, not even as her priest. I think she wanted me to know, but didn’t dare tell me.’


‘But I need to know for certain! The entire rebellion rests on Robert putting this boy on the throne, on the people accepting him as a legitimate heir, both through Jenn’s House and through Eachern’s kinship to Kenrick. Have you no proof?’


‘How can there be proof? Do you think Jenn would leave something like that around? And if there were, Jenn would ensure it was destroyed.’


‘Would she do such a thing?’


John could only sigh. ‘Your Grace, you should know – Jenn will do anything she deems necessary to protect her son and her country, to survive and fight another day. That is perhaps her greatest gift.’


McCauly shook his head again, ‘You must explain how you know, why you are so positive.’


John ordered his thoughts. ‘I cannot give you evidence, Your Grace – all I have is fourteen years of knowing the boy, of watching him grow up, of seeing his relationship with Jenn and with the man he thought was his father, Teige Eachern. I don’t know Robert that well, but I do know him enough to see him in so much of what Andrew does. It’s there in his voice, in the way he thinks. His choice of words and his … deep sense of right and wrong. I believe his Aunt Bella is aware as well. I know she has no love for Robert, and there are moments when she looks at Andrew and despairs.’


John paused and found McCauly’s hard gaze on him. ‘You would have to see them together, Father. You would have to see Andrew. His looks are his mother’s. His hair is dark, almost black. His eyes are a vibrant blue, the shape of his face oval, but strong. He is already tall, and will grow more, his build tempered both for speed and strength. In his eyes, you see his mother. In every other aspect, you see his father – and you know it must be Robert. Eachern never looked like that.’


‘Are you,’ McCauly whispered harshly, ‘absolutely sure, without any doubt whatsoever, that Andrew Ross Eachern is the son of Robert Douglas?’


John said, ‘Yes. I am.’


McCauly raised his hands in frustration, ‘Then how is it that everybody doesn’t know? If it’s so obvious to everybody who looks at him.’


‘But it isn’t. Since his mother is not around to compare him with, and Eachern dead almost ten years, nobody would guess. Only those who know either Robert or Jenn well would be able to tell, and even then, if they didn’t expect it, they wouldn’t see it.’


‘Oh, by Mineah’s teeth, I can’t tell anyone about this! Robert doesn’t know, does he?’


‘Apparently not – and nor does Andrew.’


‘But why—’


John held up his own hands. ‘I can’t say. So much of what happens between them is directed by the Prophecy. There is a point past which I never dared go, with any of them. I don’t know Robert all that well, but I do know Jenn. She was afraid to tell him, afraid of what he would do. Perhaps she was also afraid of what Andrew would say – though she should have known better. Andrew worships Robert as a hero. It would not be so great a step to love him as a father.’


McCauly put his elbows on his knees, his face in his hands. ‘By all that is holy, Robert will put that boy on the throne.’


‘Surely Jenn will stop him.’


‘You think so? I don’t know her that well – and I’ve never met Andrew.’ The Bishop got to his feet and continued, ‘There’s nothing we can do about this at the moment. I can’t contact Robert, and I don’t know what I’d say if I could. And as to the others? I don’t think it’s prudent we say anything for the moment. Not until I have a chance to think on this more. Do I have your word, Father?’


‘Of course, Your Grace.’ John stood. ‘I’m sorry to—’


‘Bishop?’ They both turned at the call from the gallery door to see Payne coming towards them, Deverin, Owen and somebody else holding back. ‘Daniel’s just come back early. He checked the drop points and picked up a letter. It’s from Godfrey.’


Payne held the letter out to McCauly who took it, his gaze suddenly wary. As if in answer to a question, Payne nodded, putting his hands on his hips. ‘It’s what we’ve been expecting. Bishop Brome is dead.’


Without thought, Aiden drew the sign of the trium over his forehead and shoulders, his whisper emerging from habit alone. ‘The gods grant him peace.’ He paused only a moment. ‘Who is elected Bishop in his place?’


‘There was no election. Brome appointed his successor. The synod ratified the appointment the same day.’


‘Oh, sweet Mineah, not another—’


‘The new Bishop is Godfrey.’


Aiden’s eyes widened in surprise. John himself was delighted. If another man had to stand in McCauly’s place, he would prefer it was his old friend Godfrey than any other.


‘And Kenrick?’ McCauly barely moved. ‘He has accepted Godfrey as Bishop?’


‘It seems he expected it. Godfrey anticipates no trouble, though he writes only the day after his enthronement. There is more in the letter.’


‘Of course.’ Aiden opened the pouch and extracted the single sheet of paper. He read in silence, then folded the letter up, handing it back to Payne, his expression clearly disturbed.


‘Thank you for letting us know. Father John and I will go to the chapel and say prayers for Bishop Brome’s soul, and for Godfrey, that the gods will guide him in his new role.’


*


As the last breath of incense died away, Aiden got to his feet, keeping his hands clasped together. At his age, his knees should be shaky with the hours he’d spent on them, on cold stone floors, praying – but somehow, his body remained strong, as though the gods were determined to ensure he survive long enough to win this fight. In dark moments such as this, that gave him hope.


He sensed rather than saw John moving around the chapel, putting things away, blowing out candles until just two were left, along with the presence light suspended above the altar.


This was a tidy building of round arches and clear glass windows, though not really big enough for Bleakstone. There were memories here, of him marrying Robert and Galiena, before the poor girl was murdered by her brother, Kenrick. Memories of others, too, men who had fought and died at the Battle of Shan Moss.


Brome. The man who had supplanted Aiden as Prelate of the Church in Lusara. The man who had destroyed a Church so needed by the people, and had done so out of his own vanity. But that man was now dead and facing the judgment of the gods. Who was Aiden to judge? Had Brome had any more choice than he? If Aiden had not been imprisoned, would he have had the strength and the skills to hold the Church together? To do what was right? To fight the evil on the throne, and that which lurked behind it?


No. The truth was, Brome, like them all, was a man of the times. He’d had no more choice than Aiden, no more power to change his fate than anyone else.


And equally, there was nothing Aiden could do to stop Robert putting his own son on the throne. By the gods, if he knew … Aiden knew Robert and Jenn had spent one night together before her wedding, how Robert had seen that as a weakness in himself, an inability to withstand the Prophecy. For fifteen years he’d believed he had betrayed Jenn that night. Aiden could well understand why she’d never told Robert, why doing so now would scare her. But would she say something when she discovered Robert’s plans?


The truth was there really was no alternative to Andrew, no other way for Robert to free Lusara and be left with something other than civil war. Still, it seemed appropriate that the bastard son of a rebel and a sorcerer should go on to rule a country known the world over for its vengeful stance against sorcerers.


Straightening, he signed the trium over his forehead and shoulders, then turned and led John from the chapel. He paused long enough to close the doors behind him, then looked up to find Payne waiting for him, leaning a shoulder against the wall, arms folded. Patient.


Long ago, before any of this madness, Everard Payne, Earl of Cannockburke, had been one of Robert’s closest friends. Though living something of the life of a dilettante, his heart had never wavered from the cause of freedom, though his methods might sometimes have been a little unconventional. Even so, despite the years, Payne was certain Aiden could still surprise him.


‘You never say,’ Payne said after a moment, his tone conversational, ‘what it is that’s really worrying you, deep down. After all this time, I can’t help wondering why. More to the point, I wonder why it is you won’t confide in us – or is it perhaps that you can’t?’


‘Deep down?’ Aiden heard John move away a little to give them some privacy. He took a deep breath and laced his fingers together. He had always known that one day he would be expected to answer these questions. Nevertheless, he said, ‘You know my concerns. I have voiced them often enough.’


One side of Payne’s mouth curved up in an ironic smile and he gestured vaguely. ‘Ah, but you see, that’s my point. You only ever voice the concerns we would expect you to have. I am no priest, nor am I a sorcerer – and even I can see you’re hiding something. I simply want to know why you don’t trust us enough – surely by now we have proved ourselves worthy?’


A deep weariness rippled through Aiden, making him sigh. He turned to the diamond-paned window beside the earl and rested his hands against the rough stone embrasure. ‘You should know that trust is not the issue here. Serin’s blood, Payne, you know what Robert’s like.’


‘So you admit you are hiding something.’ Payne tilted his head back to study the ceiling a moment. ‘And Robert won’t let you talk about it? Am I right? Damn him! He’s been doing this too long on his own. He’s forgotten how to treat his friends, how to work with us. Doesn’t he know—’


Aiden watched the younger man quickly fold up his anger with sharpedged discipline. There was once a time when such discipline would have been beyond him.


Payne returned to the point. ‘You’re worried about Robert, and him fighting Nash. You think Robert won’t survive? That he can’t beat Nash?’


Aiden swallowed hard. These were the shadows of his nightmares, not things to be spoken aloud, even to this man. He straightened up and began to turn away, but Payne’s hand shot out to stop him. Aiden ground out a reply. ‘I can’t know what will happen between them. Not even Robert knows. How can you ask me?’


Payne raised his voice a little and called, ‘Father John?’


‘Yes, my lord?’


‘Robert – is he or is he not supposed to be the most powerful sorcerer ever born?’


John remained where he was. ‘Aye, he is. At least, as far as we know.’


‘And Andrew’s mother?’ Payne’s gaze bored into Aiden then.


‘She is very powerful, my lord. Robert believes as powerful as he. But—’


‘But?’


‘Her powers are different to the rest of us. Her skills are in different areas.’


‘But you’d say they’d … complement Robert’s? Would that be a fair judgment?’


‘Yes, my lord.’


Payne dropped his hand, but his gaze didn’t falter. ‘You know all this, Bishop. So what are you hiding? If trust is not the issue, then what is it? Is it not in all our interests for us to know? Will Robert mind so much if you tell me?’


Aiden almost laughed at the silliness of that question, but it did at least break the moment for him. He sighed and turned back to his window where nothing but the dark night could be seen. Stray snowflakes stuck hard against the corner glass. This was not about Andrew at least, and for that, he was grateful. ‘He didn’t want you all to know because he’s not entirely sure about it himself. There was no point in worrying you unnecessarily.’


‘And yet, here we are …’


He’d warned Robert this moment would come one day. ‘There is an ancient Prophecy. Robert was given it as a child and it’s haunted him since then, driven so many of his actions and dominated his decisions. In it, he is told he is destined to fight some one called the Angel of Darkness. And there is another mentioned, called the Ally, which we know to be Andrew’s mother, Jennifer.’


‘And Robert? Is he named in this Prophecy also?’


‘He is called the Enemy.’


‘Enemy, eh?’ Payne pursed his lips. ‘And all this is something to do with Robert being a sorcerer? And Jenn as well? And Nash, I assume you mean he is this Angel of Darkness?’


‘He is.’


‘Then is not Kenrick named also? And what of Andrew? If this is to be the stuff of Prophecy, then surely they are also a part?’


Aiden spread his hands. These questions had plagued him for years, and Robert too. ‘Unfortunately, we know too little about the Prophecy. Robert has spent most of his life studying the history of sorcerers, and I the last eight years. We are desperate to learn its true meaning, and perhaps gain some clues as to what we can do to increase Robert’s chances of beating Nash. Robert even sent his friend Patric to Alusia in search of the last rogue tribe of sorcerers in the hope they might be able to help. It’s been almost a year since we last heard from Patric and to be honest, I have given up hope that he will ever return, let alone bring us good news.’


‘What kind of news could he bring?’


‘I don’t know.’ Aiden paused, the truth sitting in the pit of his stomach like lead. ‘All I do know is that Nash knows more than we do, more than Robert does, and in this game, knowledge is everything.’


Confused, Payne tilted his head. ‘How so?’


Aiden sighed. ‘You mentioned Jenn, how strong she is and how her powers complemented Robert’s?’


‘Yes?’


Unable to watch the as the truth sank in, Aiden turned and began walking back to the main keep. ‘Nowhere in the Prophecy does it say she’s Robert’s Ally.’





2



A frantic banging on the door woke John out of a nightmare. He sat up panting, trying to clear his head, but the noise didn’t stop. With a groan, he rolled out of bed, stumbling on the rug, and reached the door in time to wrench it open before the next bout of banging. ‘What is it?’


Lord Daniel stood before him, his sandy hair all over the place, trying to push his arm into the sleeve of a jacket. ‘Sorry, Father, but there’s a beacon lit on the cliff. A ship has foundered on the rocks and we’re on our way out to help.’


‘Just let me get dressed. I’ll meet you down there.’


Lord Daniel was gone before he’d finished speaking. Pushing his own hair down, John grabbed the first clothes he found, barely able to see in the inky night. The last week had been a challenge as he tried to learn as much as he could, but early on, he’d been told of the beacons and the cliffs along the southern coast of Flan’har. It was an unwritten law: when ships were in trouble, everyone living within sight of the beacon would go to help. At this time of the year, pilgrim ships crossed the Gulf in flotillas, the better to ward off pirates; if just one of these ships went down, there could be hundreds of lives at stake.


John grabbed his cloak and ran down to the courtyard, taking two stairs at a time. The yard was already full of mounted men and soldiers, along with the Bishop, Payne, Deverin and Daniel. Owen was giving orders for things to be made ready in case wounded needed to be brought back to Bleakstone; already lights were glowing through scattered windows.


Shouting commands above the clatter, Payne soon had the gate open. John took the horse handed to him and swung up into the saddle; as they cleared Bleakstone’s gates the bitterness of the night really hit him. The cold was enough to freeze the breath in his chest, but worse than that was the fog. He could see nothing and, from habit, immediately reached out with his Senses, hoping somebody better than he was responsible for keeping them on the road.


In the furthest distance, he could see the beacon glimmering, a faint yellow glow in the coal-black night. He rode hard, determined to keep up and not be a burden; though it wasn’t long before his fingers froze in his gloves and he lost feeling in his feet, still his horse galloped on steadily, warming him with its movement. As the glowing beacon grew nearer John could finally smell strong salt on the air.


Without pausing, Payne led them towards a rocky beach nestled between two tall cliffs. They were not the first rescuers to arrive. Already torches stood along the beach, while men rowed tethered boats into the pounding waves. John dismounted and frowned into the night, hoping to see the wreck, but there was nothing out there other than darker shadows, which his Sight could not penetrate.


He had no time to wonder then as more people were pulled from the water, injured, freezing, half-drowned. Fires were built high above the waterline; he gathered driftwood to keep them stoked, and tore up bolts of cloth for bandages. From time to time he manned the ropes and his hands grew raw hauling boats back from the sea, laden with people too cold to cry, too scared to move.


He had no way of knowing how long they worked, only that the fog finally cleared just before dawn. By then, they were clearing salvaged cargo from the boats and the wreck had all but disappeared. Now and then he caught sight of the others, and more than once he saw the Bishop on his knees, signing the trium over some still form. Did these people know who he was – or did they care only that a man of the gods was prepared to give them absolution?


John didn’t need the dawn to see the strain on the Bishop’s face, the deep grief for those dead, and the genuine joy that so many had been saved. It was not so common to find a priest who was still able to love the people from whom his vows kept him apart, and to show that love so openly.


As the last threads of night disappeared, John pulled his cloak around him and headed to where the others were making ready to mount up again. He’d long since lost his gloves and his belly was cranky for want of food, but he was, for the moment, still warm and that was a lot more than many of those poor pilgrims, most of whom had been put upon carts and taken to Colteryn, or nearby farms. Two cartloads had gone to Bleakstone, where they would be fed and rested before being helped on their way.


The ring of steel on steel broke him out of his reverie. He turned around to find Deverin stepping back, his hands raised in a gesture of peace. Before him stood a young man, long hair wet and bedraggled, tossed by what wind was left. He held his sword easily before him, a mark of quality training. His clothes were foreign, long robes rather than jacket and trousers, and they were torn and ragged, still dripping water from the sea.


‘Easy now,’ Deverin soothed, not moving, keeping his voice gentle. ‘I just wanted to take a look at your friend. I can see blood on his face. His wound will need attention. I mean you no harm.’


John could see the other Bleakstone men were tense, ready to move if necessary, anxious to protect the Bishop – but the young man could also see that. His eyes scanned them all, his stance not softening. He made small shifts to keep himself between Deverin and his friend, who lay unmoving on the ground behind him. Then the man spoke, a word John didn’t recognise.


A chill rippled down John’s back.


‘I understand you’re frightened,’ Deverin continued. ‘But we just want to help your friend, that’s all. Can I come closer? Just to look?’


For a moment the young man didn’t move, then, slowly, he took a step to the side, his sword no less of a threat than before. McCauly moved up close behind Deverin, but not close enough to jeopardise the delicate balance. He watched the young man as Deverin knelt down and reached out a hand to the injured man’s face. With a glance at the sword, Deverin pulled a cloth from his jacket, folded it and held it in place over the wound.


‘Father? He needs to see a Healer. This is deep and he is unresponsive. I fear he may—’ Deverin stopped suddenly, his whole body stiffening. Then, urgency in his voice, he added, ‘Father, come here!’


Eyeing the young man warily, McCauly threw him a smile and moved to Deverin’s side. He looked down at the injured man.


‘Do you not recognise him?’ Deverin whispered.


Aiden froze too. Unable to stop himself, John moved forward until he could see the face of the injured man. The pale skin was tanned by years on the southern continent, there was the nasty gash over the right eye and his hair bleached almost white, but it was impossible not to know the man who lay before them, badly injured from the shipwreck.


*


‘Sweet Mineah’s breath,’ Aiden whispered in a prayer of thanks. ‘Patric!’ He reached out a hand to Patric’s shoulder, but his movement was halted by the sword neatly slid before his throat. Immediately, Deverin moved, his own sword drawn as he sprang to his feet, but Aiden moved quickly, desperate to avoid bloodshed.


‘Deverin, no. He’s just trying to protect Patric.’ He rested back on his haunches and raised a hand to the blade. Carefully he pushed it away, his eyes rising to meet the young man’s. ‘Somebody go fetch some clean water and a bandage of some kind. Everybody else stay back.’


‘Father,’ Deverin murmured in warning, but he did move back a little, putting his sword away.


Forgetting the others, Aiden kept his gaze on Patric’s protector. ‘Do you understand my language?’


The young man narrowed his gaze and said nothing. His eyes were pale, a glittering grey, his skin olive, tanned. He might have been about twenty-five, but no older. Fine dark eyebrows and a small cut on his bottom lip were the only distinguishing marks on his face, but there was such intelligence in those grey eyes that Aiden tried again. ‘We are friends of Patric. Friends. We want to help.’


The stranger frowned a little, his eyes darting to Patric for a moment, then back to Aiden. He opened his mouth, his lips forming a word, but making no sound. Then, as one of Deverin’s men returned with a bowl of water and some cloth, the young man finally spoke, his word a question directed at Aiden.


‘Malahi?’ For a moment, Aiden didn’t understand. Then the stranger spoke again. ‘You – Malahi?’


‘You mean … are we Malachi?’ Aiden shook his head, spreading his hands to indicate his peaceful intentions. ‘No. We are not Malachi. We are friends. Patric’s friends. Will you let us help him? Bind his wounds,’ Aiden indicated the bandages, ‘and we have a safe place to take him, where it is warm and—’


‘Warm?’ Suddenly the man’s expression changed. His eyes widened and he took his first proper look at the other men standing behind Aiden, Deverin, Payne and Daniel, John and the twenty soldiers they’d brought with them. ‘Robrt?’ he asked.


Again, Aiden shook his head. ‘No, Robert is not here.’


The stranger turned his gaze back on Aiden again, his sword now hanging loose at his side, though still not sheathed. ‘B … Bi’ship?’


Aiden smiled, unable to help himself. He nodded vigorously. ‘Yes, I am the Bishop. Patric’s friend.’


The young man lifted his sword and slid it into the scabbard. He nodded once, then stepped back. Immediately, Deverin moved forward; he knew more of healing than the others. Shortly, they were ready to travel and, with his eyes on the stranger, Aiden mounted up, his burning curiosity in check. His questions could wait until they got back to Bleakstone. They would have to wait until Patric awoke.


But all the way back, Aiden prayed – both in thanks for his friend’s safe return, and that the return heralded a turn in their fortunes. But pray though he might, he did not yet dare to hope.


*


John stood back, well out of the way of the men who carried Patric into the bedroom and laid him gently on the bed. A fire had been lit and hot food was on the way up. John had to swallow his excitement and wait for the room to empty a little.


‘Just be careful there, John,’ the Bishop murmured, his tone wary. ‘Patric’s friend is a little protective. Keep all your movements open and visible.’


John nodded, barely glancing at the others before stopping at the bedside. He’d been unable to get a proper look at Patric on the journey back to Bleakstone; even now, his memory did him no service: the man was almost blue with cold and the bandage over his forehead didn’t help. ‘We need to get these wet clothes off him and get him warmed up. Then some soup, I think.’ He reached out and pulled the blanket away from Patric’s shoulder, and would have kept on – but a hand shot out, gripping his wrist so hard he recoiled.


The stranger stood over him, grey eyes glittering in the firelight, long hair ratty and tangled. But there was something in that gaze, something … intangible, but too akin to that ripple over his Senses. John paused.


That something intangible abruptly filled his awareness, sparking his Senses until his skin almost burned. With a hiss of pain, he jerked his hand away from the other man, who matched his surprise, and his equal awareness.


This man was not Salti, nor was he Malachi. But if not, then what was he? How had he come to be travelling with Patric, and where had he come from?


‘John?’ The Bishop was at his side, his voice steady and easy. ‘What is it?’


‘I … don’t know. This man is … I don’t know what he is but—’


‘Is he a danger to us?’ Payne queried from the open doorway where the others waited, out of the way.


‘Danger?’ John frowned, unable to think in those terms. He’d never experienced anything like this before and knew not how to judge if it were a danger. ‘I can’t tell you; all I know is that he is some kind of … sorcerer.’


‘Some kind?’ Payne’s dry question slid into the silence. ‘How many kinds are there?’


‘What do you Sense?’ Aiden spoke softly, his gaze moving between John and the stranger. ‘He’s not a Malachi?’


‘No, it’s not at all like a Malachi. But I think he feels it as well. He knows I’m a sorcerer too.’


‘Well, we still need to get Patric changed before he gets a chill. Why don’t you—’


He was cut off by a moan from Patric. The Bishop moved to his side, the young man with him; John went round to the other side of the bed. Patric moaned again, his hand coming up to his head where the bandage covered his wound. He murmured something that John didn’t recognise, then suddenly his hand reached out and his friend took it, as though Patric was dizzy and needed it to gain his balance.


Then the Bishop spoke. ‘Patric? Do you know where you are?’


Patric frowned, but didn’t open his eyes. For a moment, John held his breath, then, slowly, Patric smiled. ‘Aiden? Is that you?’


‘Yes, it’s me.’ McCauly was grinning hard now, looking at the others. ‘Welcome back.’


‘I’m at Bleakstone?’


‘Yes.’


‘Thank the gods!’ He relaxed a little then, swallowing.


‘How do you feel?’


Patric’s forehead furrowed against some pain. ‘Not so good … Cold.’


‘Well, we’d like to get you changed into dry clothes, but your … ah, your friend is very protective and won’t let us near you.’


‘My … friend?’ Patric shook his head slowly, then stopped as the pain took him again. He gasped and the stranger moved closer, his stance menacing. Then Patric’s expression changed completely. ‘Oh, you mean Joshi?’ Patric was silent a moment, then he continued, ‘Joshi kept me alive. We were … attacked on the ship … coming over, and—’


‘Easy, Patric,’ Aiden said, still smiling, ‘you’ve plenty of time to tell us everything. Right now, we need to get you changed and warmed up. You’ve got a nasty cut on your head.’


‘Jus … feel tired.’


‘Then you sleep, Patric. Just sleep. John, can you help Patric into warm clothes? I’ll try to get Joshi to change before he also catches a fever.’


‘Aiden!’ Patric sat up, reaching out for McCauly’s arm and gasping again in pain. ‘I need to find Robert! Is he here?’


‘No, he’s in Lusara.’


‘I have to find him … it’s important—’


McCauly urged him back down onto the bed. ‘I can send him messages, but I have no idea where he is, or when he’ll get them. I’m sorry, Patric, but we’d given up hope you’d come—’


Patric grabbed his arm again, this time opening his eyes. ‘Find him!’


John bit back a gasp of surprise; McCauly frowned. Patric’s eyes were as white as his hair, as though the colour had been bleached from them by the sun.


McCauly spoke again, his voice soothing now. ‘Rest, Patric. Don’t worry about Robert. Just rest.’


Patric was back in one piece – but he was completely blind.


*


Aiden stepped into the corridor and closed the door behind him. Almost instantly, the questions began.


‘What did Father John mean by Joshi being some kind of sorcerer? What if Patric has changed sides?’


Aiden turned to Daniel and shook his head sharply. ‘We have no reason to suspect him. So far Joshi has done nothing but try to protect Patric. John didn’t say he was a threat.’


‘No,’ Deverin grunted. ‘He said he didn’t know if he was. That doesn’t mean—’


‘We have too much at stake here,’ Payne hissed. ‘Is it wise to take in a complete stranger with sorcerer’s powers? What if he’s just waiting until we’re all asleep? What if—’


‘Enough!’ Aiden interrupted. ‘It is exactly this kind of fear that has driven sorcerers into hiding and made them afraid of us. I repeat, Joshi has done nothing to threaten us; in fact, he’s done us a huge favour by returning to us a man we know to be a friend and ally – one who has spent the last nine years risking his life to find something to help Robert. Are we going to repay that with suspicion?’


There was silence for a moment, then Deverin, who was personally responsible for Aiden’s safety, said, ‘Be that as it may. I will still have a guard posted outside this room and the young man will be followed wherever he goes until we can be sure.’


‘Do what you must,’ Aiden nodded. ‘I understand your concerns – but I beg you, treat Joshi with the respect he deserves or you will do both Patric and Robert a great dishonour.’ Aiden waited until he got a nod of assent from all of them, then he turned back into the room.


*


Though he’d been at Bleakstone a week, it still took John a few extra minutes finding the kitchens. For a place this size, they were horribly small, though, oddly, only half-used. But there was a roaring fire, and tables of food mid-preparation, and smiles on the faces of those who worked there. He quickly explained what he had come for, and he was given a tray. He gathered bread, cheese, pickled herrings, sliced red onions, a tub of mustard and some hard winter apples. Cups and a pot of brew filled the tray; he was about to ask for some help when the Bishop appeared at his side, refreshed from his nap and ready to face the evening.


‘Stocking up for the next winter, Father?’


‘I … they were hungry.’ John hefted the tray and McCauly carefully removed the cups and pot, making it substantially lighter. ‘Thank you.’


‘I take it both Patric and Joshi are awake?’


‘Yes, Your Grace.’ The kitchen door was held open for them and as he called out his thanks, Aiden followed behind. ‘Patric has a fever, but he’s not too ill at the moment. I wouldn’t like to see him travel, though. He wants to talk to you. It’s hard to keep him in bed.’


‘And Joshi?’


John lifted the tray to see the stairs beneath his feet. ‘He says nothing, but he has removed his sword and is constantly there to help me with Patric.’


‘And you Sensed nothing further from him?’


‘No. But then, I haven’t really tried.’


‘Oh? Why not?’


John stood to one side as McCauly elbowed another door open for them. ‘The truth is, I’m not all that skilled as a sorcerer. I’ve spent my life trying to be a good priest. I’ve had very little occasion to use my abilities and, as a result, I have little training and rusty talents. I know enough to see what he is, but not enough to tell you more. If Robert were here …’


‘If Robert were here we wouldn’t have this problem in the first place.’


‘No, I suppose not.’


‘Here, put the tray down a moment.’ McCauly placed his burden onto a table set against the wall. Aiden peered down the corridor towards Patric’s room, then back the way they came. His voice soft, he asked, ‘What do you know of the Prophecy?’


John shrugged. These were mysteries that had concerned those who lived at the Enclave, things he’d not given much thought to. ‘Only what I have been told. When Robert was nine, the Key spoke to him, and from that moment onwards, he claimed the message was personal and for him alone. Then, fifteen or so years ago, it spoke to him again, only this time everybody in the Enclave heard it. It gave him the rest of the Prophecy and the secret was out. In her letters, Jenn said that Patric had gone to Alusia in the hope of finding another group of sorcerers who might know more about the Prophecy.’


The Bishop looked down the corridor again. They couldn’t see the door from here, nor the guard standing outside. He dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘We believe that group quarrelled with the Cabal, who were at war with the Empire. Jenn thought the Prophecy was at the heart of the dispute.’


‘But?’


‘But if the incarnation of Mineah who then rose and fought with the Empire was none other than a sorcerer from that group, then that same splinter group betrayed the Cabal and brought them down.’


A cold hand gripped John’s innards. ‘And you think … Joshi could be one of these?’


‘It’s entirely possible. And though he’s made no threatening move since he’s been here, his bond to Patric is all too obvious. There is no way we can be sure of where his loyalty lies except with Patric, and we have no understanding of that. Since you are the only other sorcerer we have at hand, I would appreciate it if you could do all you can to ensure that—’


‘Of course, Father.’ John nodded vigorously. ‘I’ll do my best.’


‘Hopefully, I am alarming us both for no reason. Still, I wanted you to be prepared. Come, let’s feed them and see if we can learn something for our troubles.’ With that, he handed John his tray and picked up the cups and pot and the two men continued on their way.


*


Aiden kept to his comfortable chair by the fire and watched. Though John was supposed to be feeding Patric, Joshi didn’t leave him alone long enough. He never said a single word, but it seemed as though he didn’t need to: more times than he could count, Aiden saw a faint smile pass between them, and occasionally a frown of concentration on Patric’s face. All very odd indeed.


Once the meal was done, John cleared away the scraps and refreshed the fire, while Joshi got Patric settled once more. The fever was clearly visible through Patric’s tan and his breathing was laboured. Aiden needed to be careful not to tire him.


‘How do you feel?’


‘Awful. Comfortable bed, though.’


‘What happened?’ Aiden asked. He’d put off the question long enough.


‘When?’ Patric frowned, then waved his hand in the air. ‘Oh, you mean with my eyes? Well, that’s a long story and all very boring, I’m afraid.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘No, it’s all right. It happened five years ago, old news to me. If it hadn’t been for Joshi, I wouldn’t have survived. I was forced to spend some time in a salt mine. I thought I wrote to you and said … oh well, never mind. There were things there, dark crystals in the soil, acids I couldn’t avoid. Half of all the slaves who work in those salt mines go blind. I was lucky; I escaped. Most of them die.’


‘How did you escape?’


Patric gave a short laugh. ‘I pretended I was dead.’ He paused to cough, starting lightly, and ending up having to sit to breathe. The moment he began, Joshi was there, holding him steady, a cup of water ready for him to sip. It was amazing, as though Joshi knew what Patric needed before he did himself. Aiden hadn’t seen anything like this before, except—


‘You’re mindspeaking with Joshi, aren’t you?’


Patric froze and John sprang to his feet from his corner seat, out of the way.


Aiden continued, determined to learn what he needed to know. ‘Well? Is that something else that happened on your journey? You recall Robert and Jenn headed into Budlandi, to find out more about the Prophecy, but as they left the Palace of Bu, they encountered a group of people called the Generet. Jenn said they were all mindspeaking. Joshi is of the Generet, is he not? And somehow, you have become …’


Patric sipped the water Joshi gave him, then lay back once more. Joshi returned to his seat by the door, as relaxed as ever, as though he hadn’t understood a word that had been said.


‘You’re suspicious. I understand that. And with good reason. Joshi is Generet. His truename is Jo’shiminal’ya Borai. It means “eyes of shimmering light”. He has saved my life countless times and I would have died in the shipwreck if it hadn’t been for him. He has … left his people to’ – Patric coughed, carefully – ‘stay with me, to help me return here. I promise you, he would never harm you or anyone else. His people are lovers of peace and abhor violence of any kind.’


‘Yet he carries a sword.’


‘He is trained to protect, like all his people. Like people anywhere would protect what they are, what they have. Trust me, Aiden; he could have killed you all a dozen times over if he’d wanted to.’


Aiden didn’t doubt that. ‘And yet, Robert and Jenn were in danger from the Generet.’


‘No, only Robert. They all make a vow upon attaining adulthood that they will seek to kill the Angel of Darkness wherever they might find him. Jenn was perfectly safe, and they would have—’


‘What?’


Patric paused, tilting his head a little. Joshi watched him with a frown. Patric shook his head, as though to clear it. ‘John?’


The priest was already halfway across the room. ‘Yes. I feel it, too. A tremor, but not in the ground. I thought I was imagining it. It’s odd. Like thunder, only—’


‘What?’ Aiden asked again, this time for a different reason. The other three were moving as though they could hear sounds he was deaf to. John stopped by the bed, his eyes closed, head turned towards the window where the new morning was spread out across the hills of southern Flan’har. ‘Patric? John? What’s going on?’


He got to his feet when neither answered, but it was Joshi who was giving him greatest concern. The young man had drawn his sword, his eyes fixed on something Aiden couldn’t see. Then he let out a high-pitched keen, dropping his sword and pressing his hands to his ears. Before Aiden could move to him, both Patric and John doubled up, as though listening to something deafening.


The door banged open and the guard rushed in. Calling for help, Aiden moved first to Patric, then to John, who had fallen to the floor. The noise continued; none of the men moved, but just as Payne and the others reached the room, Joshi’s keening stopped. Almost immediately, John and Patric relaxed, Patric letting out a groan of pain.


‘What in the name of the gods has happened?’ Payne knelt down by John, Aiden stayed with Patric, trying to get some water into him.


‘This is madness. Patric, can you hear me? What has happened? What is this about?’


‘Madness … yes …’ Patric whispered, tears now flowing down his cheeks. ‘I know where Robert is … The Enclave! By the blood, no, no—’


‘John?’


The priest, a little younger and not handicapped with a fever, was quicker to recover. He sat up with help from Payne, but a mouthful of strong wine did nothing to return his colour. He just sat there shaking his head. ‘We are lost. Robert has—’


‘What?’ Aiden demanded, now terrified to his core. ‘What’s happened to him?’


‘He has …’ John swallowed hard, his voice shaking, ‘You know our people, sorcerers, the Salti, live safely in the Enclave. They … can’t be Sensed there, because there is a barrier protecting them … Oh, sweet Mineah—’


‘Go on,’ Aiden urged.


‘Robert has … has … broken the Enclave! He has destroyed the barrier and now the Enclave is no more. Our people are unprotected – and Nash … sweet Mineah, Nash has found him! Nash knows where the Enclave is! He will go there and …’


As the priest fell silent, only Patric’s hoarse whisper could be heard in the stunned room.


‘Oh, Robert, no …’
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Robert!


Silence surrounded him; stillness filled him.


A gale of emptiness swept across his icy flesh. His body had no substance, no life of its own, no space it could occupy. He was here and somewhere else and nowhere at all; even so, he felt solid, like stone, like time, as though he would never move again.


Where had this peace come from; where, in the midst of battle, had he found such contentment?


A trickle of breeze drifted downwards, fluttering over his face, making his lips quiver, his eyelids tremble. A sweet breeze, lacking in menace, wholly without substance or force.


This space went on for ever. Endless white, placid and inconceivably infinite. Smooth, blank, entirely without expectation and failure.


Where was he?


Robert?


If he tried, if he pushed hard against the overwhelming lethargy, he could open up his Sight. It yielded pictures he could barely analyse: the great cavern of the Enclave, a huge natural hole in the mountain from which ran dozens of man-made tunnels, connecting smaller caves, home to the Salti Pazar, both sorcerers born and those with no power. This was their sanctuary, sitting beneath the peak of the Goleth Mountain, buried beneath rock and centuries of ignorance and blessed apathy.


Robert!


It was all so plain, soft and peaceful. So near, so intimate.


The cavern was full of people, their faces screwed up in anguish, something he couldn’t touch, or be touched by. The whiteness protected him, cushioned him, let him feel nothing.


There were others closer to him, people he knew. His brother, Finnlay, face ashen, kneeling beside him. Andrew, the boy he would make into a king. Friends: Arlie and Martha, Finn’s wife, Fiona. His mother, Margaret, and the old librarian, Acelin. So many more now, crowding around, pressing closer, looking down at him, even as he looked down at them from some height he couldn’t measure.


Was he dead?


Robert!


This was the place to be, where the softness was endless and no time burned his edges; everything was wrapped up in the same whiteness, the same veil. His eyes saw better now than ever before.


There was his country, his Lusara, bleeding to death. There were his people, Lusarans and Salti alike, gasping for life. There was the face of evil, laughing within the deep caverns of his mind, as though the Angel of Darkness were here, inside the Enclave.


And … there was—


Robert, please, I beg you, let it go!


And there was … his—


His Sight flickered. He’d missed someone, a shape in his field of vision, a face beloved.


There was his hope: Jenn, with tears in her eyes, holding his hand, her lips moving, making no sound.


He must be dead, or he would hear her. Only death would keep them apart now. He’d promised her so. After so many years, he’d finally made that promise.


Robert, you’re running out of time! Please, you have to let it go! Do it!


Jenn wasn’t alone. The others crowded in around her, faces darker, more fearful, more angry, urgent. They were shouting in his silence, breaking it up, making him think he could hear when he was deaf, making him think he could see when his eyes were closed, making him think he could feel when he floated on whiteness.


Making him think he was alive when he was surely dead—


*


Noise shattered the silence in Jenn’s head, but she couldn’t pay any attention to it, not yet, not until she got that monstrosity away from Robert, until he started to breathe again, until she could be sure Nash couldn’t find them any more.


She turned her head, not taking her eyes from Robert, nor her hand from his, and shouted over the noise, ‘Finn, help me!’


She barely saw him lurch to his feet, shocked: he’d been expecting a miracle, a gift from their ancestors. Instead, they’d been cursed again, this time, devastatingly.


Jenn squeezed Robert’s hand once more, urging him to let go the Key/Calyx. He held it clasped to his chest, the shape as it had just formed: the Key, an orb of matter she couldn’t define, the Calyx moulded around one half of it, gold and silver, unreadable glyphs moving across the surface so fast the shapes were dizzying. They were one now, and she couldn’t begin to understand what that meant. It was inconceivable that it would kill him, but he was not breathing, and he would end up so weakened he would be unable to travel, and they had to get out of here fast.


Nash was on his way. Nash. The Angel of Darkness. He who would destroy them all.


Finnlay’s voice rose above the deafening cacophony bouncing off the cavern walls. Gradually the noise abated a little as Finnlay tried to make sense of what had happened: that the one thing they’d always trusted had just betrayed them in the worst possible way.


She shut her eyes, wishing she could shut out the noise with it, shut out the reality and concentrate on Robert alone. But their words darted into her like arrows, and the horror drove her to her feet to face them.


‘You have to listen!’ Her voice stunned them – and shocked her as well. The resonance was deep, multiple, so like the Key it was frightening. She sounded as though she were speaking through the Key itself, though the words were her own. But she had no time to think about this: they had to move, now, and they wouldn’t without her orders.


With Finnlay’s wide eyes on her, she continued in the uncomfortable silence, ‘We don’t have time for this! The Enclave is no longer protected and invisible. Nash knows exactly where we are, and staying and fighting him would be suicidal.’


A rumble of noise rose at that, but she spoke over it, relentlessly driving them to silence once more. ‘He’s no more than a week away, possibly less. We have an evacuation plan already set up. Now we need to put it into motion. Please, go now!’


With that, she turned and knelt down beside Robert once more, taking his hand, touching his motionless face, feeling the cold flesh beneath her fingers. She closed her eyes, reaching out, whispering mindspeech to him, but it was like talking into nothing. He couldn’t hear her, couldn’t feel her, couldn’t be touched by her. The Key had him at last, and it wasn’t letting go. She could only pray that he would prove to be the stronger.


*


Finnlay raised his hands to still the noise after Jenn’s short speech. She’d already turned back to help Robert, leaving him to deal with the chaos and terror of a people suddenly bereft of their security. He knew he had to say something. They needed more from Jenn, but until Robert was safe, she was unable to give it. He could see the other Councillors trying to get to him, so there would be some order, some framework to this escape, but he was trapped on the dais, shock still rattling through him.


How could he tell these people what to do when he didn’t know himself?


But the decision was taken from him: a voice spoke up, young and a little shaky, but very brave, a boy he had thought unfit to rule. ‘Please, you need to start moving now. If Nash is only a week away, that means those headed east need to be gone by tomorrow in order to be clear of the mountains in time. We can’t afford to leave anything here he can use against us.’


‘Against us?’ a voice rose from the crowd.


Andrew frowned a little, but pushed on, his voice growing stronger, his expression intense, as though he could read these people’s innermost thoughts and was speaking directly to them. As he spoke, his confidence grew, and so did theirs. ‘You’re all afraid, and with good reason. You’ve all had experience out there, been hunted yourselves, lost those you loved. It’s been a long time since you could leave the Enclave in safety, but …’


Finnlay held his breath, hearing the silence in the great cavern, almost hearing the heartbeats of the five hundred souls listening.


‘But out there, it’s not as bad as you think. There aren’t Guildesmen with Bresails behind every hill, waiting to capture and torture you. Sorcery is no longer illegal. If you take care, if you follow the plans, if you stick to your stories, you’ll get to safety, I promise. You don’t need to be afraid. We do have time to get away. Let’s make the most of it.’


Before he finished, Finnlay was there, his arm around the boy’s shoulder, supporting in a way he’d never dared before. He wanted to express his pride in his nephew, but the moment was gone. Martha stepped onto the platform, her calm methodical approach giving form to the work they had to do.


‘Very well, people. You all know what you need to be doing. Those heading south can take another day, but be careful; you’ve got more of the mountains to cross through. Those taking the heavy baggage west, meet me in the Council Chamber and we’ll set out the order of transport. Within the month, we all meet up again at Bleakstone Castle, in Flan’har. Let’s get moving. Now!’


And just like that, the tide shifted and turned; people shuffled off, then began to walk more purposefully as they realised how much they had to do and how little time they had.


‘Robert!’


Finnlay turned back to Jenn to find her still intent on his brother. He rushed to Robert’s side to see his chest rise and fall a little. Robert was finally breathing, shallow and sharp perhaps, but breathing nonetheless.


‘Jenn? How is he?’


She shook her head, eyes moist but focused. ‘He can’t mindspeak me, but I think Nash still has some link to him.’


‘What happened?’


Jenn was silent a moment, her eyes on Robert, her gaze turning inwards. She frowned, drawing dark brows together. ‘I’m not sure. I felt him fly, completely connected to the Key, as though they were made for each other, but then … the barrier began to drop—’


‘How? Why?’


She looked up sharply. ‘I don’t know. Perhaps the Calyx needed the power, or— I don’t know. But Robert tried to stop it, tried to separate them, and that’s when … Serin’s blood, Robert, please wake up!’


‘Jenn, what happened? We need to know.’


‘He tried to stop it.’ Jenn shifted, gained a better grip on Robert’s hand. ‘And the Key did something, I couldn’t see what – and the next thing I knew, Nash had found him. He must have been Seeking at that moment … I wish I’d never …’


Finnlay reached out and squeezed her arm, keeping her focused. ‘Is that the problem? Is that why Robert can’t wake up?’


‘I don’t know!’ Jenn snapped, taking a deep breath. She looked up in apology, but he waved it away. ‘I can’t even work out what he’s doing. He’s stopped trying to separate the Key and Calyx at least. But it’s projecting in some way, and that’s how Nash can see him – us. I think he’s trying to break that connection, between the Key and Nash.’


‘What’s the point? If Nash already knows where we are?’


‘Oh, Finn! Are we going to leave the Key here? We’ll take it with us. If Robert can’t break the connection, then no matter where we go, Nash will follow, and with Robert in this condition, we will have no means to fight him. I don’t know what to do.’


As Andrew came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders, Jenn leaned back into his strength for a moment, giving Finnlay time to think.


This had all begun because Robert had finally found the Calyx. It had been hidden in the shape of a book, but when Robert and Jenn had touched it together, the shape had shifted and changed, revealing the Calyx, bowl-shaped, glittering and ancient. He’d thought – they’d all thought – that the Calyx would give them answers, would show them how they could live outside the Enclave in peace. But it hadn’t had enough power to work for more than a few moments, so Jenn had said they should take it to the Key, because everything they knew suggested the two were supposed to work together.


But the moment Robert had approached with the Calyx, the Key had taken over, driving him forward until the two had joined, and tragedy had struck, bringing the wrath of Nash down on them all.


Finnlay knew what the answer was; he just wished he didn’t. He met Jenn’s gaze. ‘I think the only way to get it away from Robert is if you take it.’


‘He’d never let me.’


‘No. But you might be able to help him break the connection.’


‘How?’


‘By touching the Key. By going to wherever Robert is. He can’t do it on his own, can he?’


Jenn shook her head slowly, her gaze going back to Robert.


Finnlay pressed her. ‘Do you know what he’s trying to do?’


‘Make some kind of mask, as though he can recreate what the Key did to protect us. I don’t know that he can do it, and not in time. I just wish—’


‘You have to intervene, Jenn. There’s no other option.’


‘Mother.’ Andrew knelt beside her. ‘If the connection is with Nash, what if you can’t break it? What if you get trapped like Robert?’


Jenn didn’t seem to hear him. Her hand moved out, reaching to the glistening surface of the Key, held so close against Robert’s chest.


It never got there. Andrew snatched her hand away, pulling her around to face him. His voice was harsh and urgent, sounding much older than normal. ‘Mother! Listen to me! Robert said … he said he couldn’t trust you, because you were joined to the Key and he couldn’t trust it. He said you weren’t on the same side. What if … ?’


Jenn touched the side of his face gently. ‘I can’t leave him there. Finnlay’s right. Even if we know nothing about this, the one thing of which we can be certain is that everything here must be done by Robert and me. Please, love, move back.’


Andrew began to shake his head, but a hand appeared on his shoulder and Finnlay looked up. His mother, Lady Margaret, was urging Andrew to his feet, her face worried, her lips moving as if in prayer.


Finnlay looked around. They were almost alone now, but he could hear noise coming from all directions as people began the awesome task of evacuating a home the Salti had had for almost six hundred years.


‘Finn,’ Jenn whispered, dragging his gaze back to hers. ‘If this doesn’t work—’


‘It will.’ He said with a finality he dredged up from somewhere. ‘It has to.’


She nodded slightly, her eyes fathomless. ‘I’ll make sure it does.’ With that, she closed her eyes, reached out and touched the Key.


*


Cold instantly filtered through her fingertips, along the palm of her hand and swept up her arm to fill her from head to toe. In a moment, she was frozen, barren, solid and immobile.


She could see nothing, feel nothing, hear nothing. No, not nothing. There was something there, in the whiteness. A half-familiar rhythm, pounding in the background, softly. A heartbeat? But whose was it – Robert’s, or hers?


Was he here? Of course, that required an answer to where here was, and she didn’t have one. Over the last eight years, since she’d become Jaibir of the Enclave, since she’d been chosen by the Key and joined to it, she’d spent hours with it, talking, constantly linked to it, always feeling it in the corner of her mind. Not once in all that time had she ever been truly alone, and the Key never let her forget that. So why couldn’t she feel it now? Why, when she was actually touching the Key for the first time ever, was there no sense of that connection? Had Nash done this, or the Calyx? Or was Robert—


Can you hear me? Robert? Can you answer me? She sent the query out gently. There was no way to guess how much Nash could use the connection, and they were already in enough trouble as it was. Robert?


There was no response, but an overwhelming feeling of his presence, as though he was there, but couldn’t talk yet.


Robert, let me help. I know the Key, I understand how it works. We’re joined. It’s supposed to respond to me. If you let me, I know I can help. But you have to let me. I know you’re trying to block Nash’s access, but in doing so, you’re blocking my connection to the Key and I think we need that now. Robert? Please, Robert, I need an answer. I need to know you’re—


J … Jenn?


The word came out with so much effort, Jenn instantly felt guilty for forcing it from him. If he’d been using his voice, he would have sounded as frozen as she, as though the cold were making him stutter. But it was more than that. It was the effort he was making, the power it was taking from him to do this small thing.


J … Jenn. He tried again and this time she could feel him closer, as though he were standing just behind her. She opened her eyes and tried to See, but the white affected everything, pulling mist over shapes so thick they became invisible. Except … There! A shadow, something she could focus on. It shifted and fluttered, lifted and sank, the surface rippling constantly, as though it were alive.


She knew what she was looking at, though how, she couldn’t guess. This was how Robert was protecting them, why Nash was no longer talking to them. Somehow he’d used raw power to form a tight mask around the aura of the Key/Calyx, so that whatever connection it had to anything was utterly blocked. And the effort to keep it going was killing him.


Robert, she began quickly, seeing and Seeing what needed to be done, you can’t do it this way. I know it’s your first instinct, to use your own powers to shield and protect everyone, but this won’t last long, and you’ll be dead at the end of it.


No choice. Can’t … stop.


No, but we can find an alternative together.


Alternative? How?


Remember how every Salti uses their powers through an ayarn? They use it to focus and shield? The ayarn prevents a power backlash but also provides just enough power to do the work, without draining the user?


Yes. In his tone, she could tell he was already understanding what she wanted to try. Good.


If you can relinquish control just a little, to let me in, I think I can use the Key the same way.


But you never used an ayarn.


No, but you can show me what to do, how to make one.


Can’t make the Key … ayarn. Not possible.


Then how?


Silence for a moment as he thought, and in that silence she could hear his heartbeat falter a little, feel the thickness of the fog grow more dense. They had no time left.


Robert …


Can do it … won’t last, but it will work.


How long will it last?


Perhaps a few days? After that—


We’ll worry about that later. What do I do?


There was a long pause, then finally he spoke again, and the tone in his silent voice was full of regret. This is going … to hurt.


*


Finnlay knew he needed to get moving, to help Fiona and the girls, to start packing up all the books and papers he’d been working on over the last … by the gods, how long had he been living here? Sixteen years? A lifetime! He’d been married, had three daughters, lost many friends, fought in a war and known the depths of despair and heights of happiness in that time. And now he was packing up his life here and leaving. He’d always wanted to leave the confines of the Enclave, but he’d had in mind to take his children and his wife back home to Dunlorn, where they could enjoy the comforts and privileges of the noble House to which they belonged. He’d planned to take them on a scenic tour of his beautiful Lusara and show them all the places he’d loved as a boy. Instead, they were running from an evil he had seen with his own eyes, an evil which had nearly destroyed him. There would be no triumphant return to Dunlorn, no life spent in freedom. If they made it to Bleakstone alive, they would be very lucky indeed.


He got to his feet, stretching out cramped muscles. Now the initial shock had worn off a little, he could begin to think, remember what he’d noted down, what steps he needed to take in the event they needed to evacuate. Family first, then library, school and …


Jenn moved. She was kneeling beside Robert, holding his hand, her other hand on the Key. She began to sway, her face pale, a line of sweat on her forehead. Robert looked like a ghost. His strong face was white, his skin as translucent as the wings of a moth. His dark hair clung to the sweat on his forehead. The rest of him, so powerful, so commanding, lay prone and unmoving; struck down by a power they’d all feared for a long time. He lay on the stone platform beside Jenn, barely breathing, the Key/Calyx clasped to his chest as though it would become part of him.


Suddenly, Robert hissed and Jenn frowned. Jenn let out a moan, in pain. Finnlay sank to his knees once more, but before he could say anything, the air around them began to shimmer, trembling like new leaves on a windy day, glittered with silver and frost. The shimmering spread out directly from the Key, in a spherical shape, moving faster and faster, further and further until, with an audible snap, it vanished.


‘By the gods!’ Jenn breathed, opening her eyes. Instantly, she moved down to Robert, but he was looking up at the ceiling, blinking rapidly, breathing harshly.


‘Help me.’


The words were barely out of his mouth before Finnlay was there, Andrew and Margaret with him. While Robert clutched the Key/Calyx to his chest, they helped him to his feet. He swayed, closing his eyes, breathing hard through his nose, as though he was about to be sick.


Jenn stood before him, her fingers lightly on his arm, her gaze fixed on his face, but it was to Andrew she spoke. ‘Go fetch a chair, or a small table or something. And a cushion or blanket. Something soft.’


Andrew turned and ran into the Council Chamber, returning moments later with a wooden chair and a cushion. He placed the chair down before Robert, the cushion on the seat. Then Robert, as though he could see through his closed eyes, turned slowly, bent and laid the Key/Calyx on the cushion. He stood over it, maintaining his touch, then he let it go; instantly, his knees buckled, but Finnlay caught him and eased him into another chair. A cup of wine was pressed into Robert’s hand and he took two long swallows before looking up and studying each of them. He frowned, and glanced around the cavern, noticing the increased noise echoing through the Enclave. For a while his eyes were barely focusing before moving on again; a few more deep breaths and they began to steady.


‘They’re getting ready to leave,’ Jenn said quietly, her fingers once again resting lightly on his arm, as though she were afraid to lose physical contact with him. ‘What do you want to do first?’


‘Wait. Wait a moment.’ Finnlay held up his hands. ‘Are you going to tell me what happened? How did the Key and Calyx join in the first place? I thought the idea was to simply use the Key’s power to operate the Calyx. This wasn’t supposed to—’


‘Finn.’ Robert rested his head on the back of the chair. His colour was returning a little and his voice grated, but he still looked like he’d fought a terrible battle; it was impossible to guess whether he’d won or lost. ‘I wish I could explain everything that just happened – but I can’t. Not yet. Not until I can …’ He swallowed hard and Jenn moved closer.


‘Is it holding?’ she murmured.


‘Yes. It’s just not so easy, that’s all. We need to get moving as soon as we can.’


Now Finnlay remembered what it was like being around these two. Not only did they mindspeak; some of the time, they didn’t even seem to need speech of any kind. ‘Nobody’s going anywhere until I get some answers. What is holding? What did you just do?’


‘A trick.’ The ghost of a smile drifted across Robert’s face. He ran tired hands through his long hair and shook his head as though to clear it. As each moment went by, his strength seemed to be returning. ‘I … Jenn made the Key believe she was turning it into an ayarn.’


‘What? But that’s impossible – the power required would be simply enormous!’


‘Only if she actually was turning it into an ayarn – assuming she could. No, she’s just made it think she has by performing the first four of the seven steps required to make one.’


‘And?’


A dry chuckle escaped Robert at that moment. He looked sideways at Jenn and she shook her head, acknowledging the humour in the situation. ‘Because I was attached to the Key at the time, I can use it like an ayarn and make the mask through it. It will hold for a few hours at least.’


‘Serin’s blood!’ Finnlay swore. He put his hands on his hips and walked away for a moment. This was stupid. ‘You mean to say that after all those years when I begged you to Sand the Circle and let the Key choose you, when you deliberately did everything you could to avoid contact with the Key, when you virtually ran away from the power you could have had, you are, right now, actually—’


‘In complete control of it? Yes.’ Robert was laughing, although there was fear mixed in with the mirth. ‘Ironic, isn’t it?’


Jenn added, ‘He can’t control all of it without actually joining with the Key. At the moment, the join is about half what I have with it. It’s enough for Robert to create a stable mask over the Key. Enough to stop Nash from seeing it – and us.’


‘A mask? Then you can’t move the Key?’


‘Yes,’ Robert said, getting to his feet. ‘Of course I can move it. I just have to move the mask with it. And that means I can’t go anywhere without it!’


Finnlay looked at Jenn, but her eyes told him nothing. When he turned back to his brother, he could see the lines of effort etched around his eyes. ‘And what happens when you can’t hold it any more?’


‘Why, then Nash will be able to see us again. So—’ Jenn murmured.


‘So,’ Robert’s voice turned hard, ‘we need to leave tonight, before dark. Heading due east, directly for Bleakstone. If I can hold the mask long enough, we’ll find an alternative means to hide it before he can find us.’


‘And if not?’


Robert smiled grimly at him. ‘Then we could be in a little trouble.’
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A rattling wind creaked through the treetops, knocking ancient branches together, sounding like old bones echoing in a pauper’s forest. The house beneath the scraping branches stood alone and quiet. Inside, in the room bare of any furniture, Nash lay on the wooden floor, still, naked, and more whole than he’d ever been in his life. He gasped in a deep breath, then another, bringing his eyes open. Shock left him dizzy, nauseated and trembling.


The connection feeding him, sweeping him up into the heavens, making him fly: it had been broken somehow.


By whom – the Enemy? Or the Ally, still determined to have a say in her own fate? No person alive other than they would have the power to sever that connection.


Unless it had been the Key itself cutting off the lifeblood …


But how thrilling, how incredibly exhilarating it had been, for those precious few moments: to fly so far, so high, so fast. To soar through the nothing between them, to keep going, to hold his breath and then to see, in the Seeker’s mist, to actually see the Enemy, the Douglas, holding onto the Key, actually touching the thing he’d been chasing all his life—


To finally find it – and to show the Enemy, at last, that he could never win.


By the blood of his ancestors, of Bayazit of Yedicale, who had helped create the Key, who had made the Word of Destruction, down through all those who had followed him, by the blood of Thraxis himself: the journey was almost over. He was so close to victory that he could almost taste it, almost feel it in the fingers which tingled even now with new life.


The nausea subsided in the wake of his joy. Shaky with his new-found strength, Nash rolled to his side and carefully rose from the bare wooden floor. Again dizziness swept through him, but he was blind to it.


‘Taymar!’


A heartbeat later, the door opened and his devoted servant slipped into the room, fresh clothes draped over one arm, a cup of wine in the other. As Nash dressed, Taymar kept his silence. It was not the first time this man had aided Nash in regenerating; perhaps it would be the last.
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