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Much has been said about Robert Douglas, the man at the centre of this history; about his character, his honour and about the sometimes secret forces behind his actions. Many stories have been told, of his brave deeds, his strength and his determination to deliver his people from tyranny.


But Robert Douglas was a man both more and less than what legend made of him. The people saw in him the hero they needed; those close to him saw the soul tortured by a prophecy handed to him at the age of nine – an event which would shape not only the rest of his life, but also that of his beloved country.


*


When Robert Douglas returned from his self-imposed exile, he found Lusara struggling under the rule of the conqueror Selar, the Church floundering for leadership and the powerful Guilde growing stronger under Proctor Vaughn. While Selar had once been a close friend, Vaughn had been Robert’s sworn enemy, for the Proctor had discovered the secret of Robert’s sorcery and was determined to destroy him.


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 sorcerer Malachi. The Enclave was protected by the powerful talisman known as the Key, which was also used as a guide and a source of information by the leader, the Jaibir. It was the Key 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 was a man of honour, and could not reconcile the responsibilities placed upon him with his oath of allegiance to Selar, nor with the terrible fate promised by the Prophecy: that Robert would, in the act of salvation, destroy that which he loved most. This conflict raged within him, shaped his character and informed too many of his choices. Over thirty and more years it grew, becoming something he both despised and feared, a dark stain inside himself he could neither control nor destroy. In his own mind, he called it the demon.


But there was one person who understood both Robert and his demon. Jennifer Ross was abducted as a child by Nash and set to live in Shan Moss forest. Fourteen years later Robert rescued her, discovering she was not only a sorcerer, with vastly different magical powers, but the daughter of the Earl of Elita. Robert returned her to her father, but even as he realised his feelings for her were changing, he discovered that she was part of the Prophecy, the Ally – and 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 possess the Key – and Jenn, the Ally.


Then an accident caught Robert and his brother Finnlay, and the secret sorcerers were no longer secret. Word flew across the land.


As Nash secured his position at court, he used 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 flee to safety with her two children, but Jenn’s impending marriage finally broke him. Despite all his promises to himself, Robert spent the night with her, giving into the Bonding foretold by the prophecy, then he left, sending himself into exile once again – this time determined to stay there and do no more harm.


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


This time Robert exiled himself in a remote abbey, hiding even his identity from the brothers. There he met Bishop Aiden McCauly, recently imprisoned by Selar, then rescued, and now living in hiding. The seeds of a deep and powerful friendship were born between the two, who were drawn from their sanctuary by threats to Robert’s brother and an attack on Jenn at Elita.


They raced across the country and arrived at the castle in time to discover those holding siege were evil Malachi sorcerers under control of the third figure in the prophecy, the Angel of Darkness. Even as Jenn went into labour, even as her father was killed and her son born, the enemy was closing in on them, threatening to overrun the castle. Exhausting all his defences, the demon within Robert finally cracked and broke, flooding through him with a fury that could not be denied. From the highest battlements, he let loose the terrifying Word of Destruction, obliterating the Malachi and severely wounding the Angel of Darkness.


*


Five years later, Robert returned again to Lusara, having researched the prophecy as much as he could. But this time he came with a more urgent mission. Selar was determined to invade neighbouring Mayenne, ruled by his brother. Robert knew that Lusara was not strong enough for such a fight, that the only outcome would be defeat, and another tyrant on the throne of Lusara. He sent out word to lords still loyal, asking them to gather their armies and meet him at Bleakstone Castle, in friendly Flan’har.


With her husband’s death, Jenn took her son, Andrew, to live with her sister while she joined the rebels, where she volunteered to help research the Prophecy by making a trip to Bu, in the southern continent. Horrified that she should go alone, Robert went with her. While they found nothing of immediate use to the Prophecy, the trip did heal the rift between them, and Robert vowed to marry her, despite the Prophecy – even as he was forced to accept he might not have a way out of it.


When they returned to Bleakstone, loyal lords insisted that Robert marry Selar’s daughter, Galiena, and upon victory, that he take the crown. Stricken, Robert went to Jenn, but she insisted that he agree, saying that their country was more important than their love. After the wedding, word arrived that Selar was heading for the border. The rebel forces were mobilised.


Jenn headed to the Enclave and was chosen by the Key to replace the dead Jaibir. Trying to stop her, Robert arrived too late – but the Key possessed him, changing both their bodies so they would not age, but last as long as this battle against evil would require them. With Jenn now joined to the Key for life, Robert could no longer trust her, and left to rejoin his army.


Marching with Selar’s army, Nash made an ally of Prince Kenrick. Jenn joined Robert’s army; one night their camp was attacked by Malachi, and a young woman was captured. She gave up no information; Robert was not to know that she was Sairead, the girl Micah, his closest friend, had fallen in love with. Micah had left her to fight alongside Robert.


Kenrick stole into the rebel camp and poisoned his sister, Robert’s young wife. Devastated by her death, Robert prepared his army the following morning, knowing where to lay the blame.


At dawn, the armies faced each other and the fight was engaged. Robert sought out Selar and faced him, struggling to control the demon. But he killed Selar, and night fell, and still the battle was not won.


That night, as Robert slept fitfully, ignoring the pain of his wounds, Malachi once more crept into the camp, freed Sairead, and abducted Micah. The following morning, as the armies lined up for battle, Robert rode into the heart of Shan Moss forest to save his friend.


Robert found Micah in a clearing, bound and gagged, and fought off Malachi attacks before Nash appeared. Robert was stabbed in the back by Sairead – and discovered that she was the girl Micah had fallen in love with. Feeling betrayed, he sent Micah back to camp to warn the rebels, then began his assault on Nash, chasing him through the forest.


They emerged onto the battlefield between the two terrified armies. Nash was severely wounded, his power virtually gone. Robert too was hurt, but determined to last as long as it took. The two sorcerers fired bolts at each other, then 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 that had ruled his life 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, was fleeing back to Marsay, the wounded Nash and dispirited Malachi with him. 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, but 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. Jenn was shocked by Robert’s injuries. Mindspeaking him, she discovered the demon had all but overtaken him and would kill him before the night was over. She saw that telling him the truth would not make things better. She needed to give the demon something else to focus on – so she told him that she had never loved him, that their one night together had been just the Bonding and nothing else and that surely it was time they put their brief moments together into the past.


The demon struck out at her, but with Robert so weak, it could do no damage. She opened her eyes to find the demon working to heal him – but she saw only hatred in his eyes. Jenn left for the Enclave, knowing that she had lost his love, but that he was now finally free of her, free to fulfil the destiny his country cried out for.


*


For eight years, Jenn lived and worked at the Enclave, teaching and learning, growing closer to the Key, strengthening their bond. She saw her son regularly, but never enough. Rarely would a day pass that she would not wonder about the Prophecy and how it would finally unfold.


Of Nash, there was little word as the years flew by. It was assumed he was recovering, rebuilding himself, using his evil powers to take the blood of other sorcerers. Few were fooled into believing his silence meant that he was finished. They all knew that this was a period of watchfulness, of preparation.


Kenrick grew into his role as King in his father’s place, more than surpassing his sire’s tyranny. Piece by piece, Lusara fell apart around him, and nobody seemed able to stop it.


*


During those eight years, when it seemed darkness would engulf Lusara and swallow it whole, the country prayed for deliverance. This was the time of the Silent Rebellion. And Robert Douglas, Duke of Haddon, rebel and outlaw, waited for something many people should have foreseen.


*


For Robert, the time of waiting came to an end one frosty winter evening, not long after Caslemas in 1370.


Excerpt from The Secret History of Lusara – Ruel


 




Where are you who would but stand by me,


When sodden ground beneath my feet doth


Trample all the rosy rotten leaves


And winter’s light in ribbon streams right


Through my cold forgotten heart?







Where would you stand then, my love,


When I am needy, grey and pale,


And washed upon this desert shore


Blind with memories of your face


And the touch of ice upon my soul?


Lady Anna Douglas
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Alone, he crashed through the forest, his horse stumbling in the deep snow, losing purchase, almost falling, but gaining balance again, sweating, panicking at the chase, the noise, the scent of blood in the air, the cry of the soldiers pursuing him, and his horse stumbling again, grunting, tiring. It was too much to ask. Far too much.


The night was absolute, a yawning cavern of inkiness into which he plunged headlong, escaping fate, escaping punishment and due retribution. Icy air stole his breath away, pinescented and raw, drawing him further and further in, where safety was nothing more than a promise, but where peace was assured for a time.


The horse went down and he tumbled over its shoulder, slipping and rolling down the slope, his path unchecked, gathering snow, sliding, suffocating, disappearing.


He came to a halt, buried in darkness too deep to touch.


*


Silence surrounded him: thick, cloying silence sinking into his bones like treacle, holding him in place like a stake through the heart. No bones broken. No fatal cuts. Nothing that would not heal, given enough time. Only the older wounds still plagued him, those that refused to stay closed.


He listened to the silence, wanting to believe it. The snap and rustle of snow flakes around him sank into the background as he searched for harsher, more immediate noises. The soldiers were gone now, chasing some other figure in the night, losing him in the snow. He tried to reach out with his Senses, but again his injuries cut him short, blinding him to everything he had once taken for granted, making him mercilessly, terrifyingly normal again.


He sighed, patted the snow around his face to pack clear a breathing hole, then settled down, comfortable in his hiding place, resting in the darkness, his natural home.


*


The cold winter night gave him a cold winter dream. His body floated, insubstantial, torn from his control, lost in the maze. He was surrounded. Hurting. Lifted from the elements to feel shapes around him not part of this world. He knew what this was; knew the place, the time, the weapons. Knew what he had to do. He’d already been here a hundred times before.


He ran, plunging through a forest now bare of snow, shifting seasons and years as though time passed in the blink of a lazy eye. He chased the dream Nash, dodging blasts, inflicting his own, wishing he knew Shan Moss better, praying his wounds would not strike him down before he could destroy his enemy, this creature of unspeakable evil. But Nash stayed just ahead of him, too close to ignore, too far away to kill. Even when they emerged onto the battlefield, armies either side of them terrified, shifting back, but not leaving, not deserting him. He didn’t deserve such loyalty. But it wasn’t his loyalty – it belonged to Lusara, to the country he would defend if fate would let him. So the armies could only stand by and watch this battle rage between him and Nash as they threw blasts of heavy power at one another, as Robert danced and feinted, deflected and returned, as his blood seeped out of a dozen deep wounds, as Nash’s powers drained too slowly. Until the moment finally came.


He gathered together all the demon had bred in him, all the anger and fury, frustration, hatred, fear and self-loathing. He pulled it all together inside him, knowing what it would do – and knowing made it worthwhile. Stirring within the depths he felt the Word of Destruction grow inside, pushing up to be spoken aloud, where he could destroy Nash – and himself as well, defying his terrible destiny, even as he fulfilled it. The Word rose in him, perched upon his lips, a heartbeat away from being spoken—


And the ground beneath his feet split open, shuddering and rattling the balance from him, throwing him down, opening a cavern between him and his enemy. Cut loose, the demon soared through him, unfettered and unchallenged, denying every breath of sense and hope. He staggered to his feet. He turned and faced her, knowing what she’d done, knowing she’d betrayed him, knowing he should have known it would happen.


His fist rose to strike, to let the demon loose upon her, letting the pain free to destroy the love that he still felt for her—


He froze. The air of this dreamworld rippled around him, making even the ground under his feet insubstantial. She stood before him, her face expressionless, nothing of meaning in her deep blue eyes.


He would have destroyed her. Just as the Prophecy had said. He would have destroyed her. Even though he loved her.


The voice that came to him was not his own. Nor hers. This was a man he’d left behind too many years ago.


‘You are strong, Robert Douglas. Very strong. Your will is unbroken. But you are also weak. You hesitate. You will never win unless you can learn to be ruthless.’


Before him stood David Maclean, old, white-haired, looking too much like his son, Micah – the man Robert had once considered his closest friend. The father now shook his head, disparaging as always, determined to prove that Robert had always been a traitor to his people.


‘You are weak, Douglas. See, even now you hesitate. The power sits within you. Strike her down now and rid this country of her evil. He has said you must give her up to beat him. Fulfil your destiny as it is written in your heart and destroy her now.’


He felt a trickle of something warm flow over his eye, then saw the red blood as it trailed from a wound on his forehead. He could barely see her now, even as she stood close to him, her hand upon his arm, concern in her gaze.


‘I never loved you, Robert. How could you think otherwise? How could I love a man with such darkness inside him?’


‘Strike her down now, Douglas, while you can!’


And voices rose along with this chant, loud, surrounding him, coming from the armies in the field, their swords raised and glinting in the cold grey sky. The heavens wept, as he wished he could.


The chant became deafening as his knees gave way beneath him, his sword falling from fingers already dying. He’d wanted this to end, and now it was ending. Only the chanting didn’t stop. Instead, it changed pitch, quieted, became a plea. A cry. A call for—


‘Help! Help me!’


Robert wrenched himself from sleep, scrambling out of his snow shelter, eyes blinking back the bright morning light. For a moment, he recognised nothing, then the cry came again and he stumbled forward, the old wound in his side screaming protest. He staggered and slipped down the hill, reaching out for any hand-hold, keeping track of the faint voice, tiny, desperate and young.


He tripped and rolled, coming to a stop on flat ground. A horse, choked and panting, eyed him warily, reins dangling against cracked ice. Before him, stretched out into the distance, was a lake bound in winter, an ice-hole black on its surface out of which thrashed limbs even now losing their last strength.


Robert moved, so swiftly, the horse had no time to react. He wrapped the reins around his ankle, then knelt on the ice, stretching out on his stomach to reach the ice hole. He called out, urging, reassuring, calming. He could hear the ice creak and groan beneath him, feel it shifting, cracking further. If he didn’t get the child to safety soon, they’d both be dead.


He pushed further, until his hands reached water, grasping hold of an arm mid-flail. The cold sent shock waves through him and the arms slipped from his grip. He came forward another inch and the ice cracked open beneath his chest. But it was enough to get hold of the boy with both hands, grab his clothing and pull. Chunks of ice splashed up into his face, the water blinded him and the stabbing pain in his side sucked the breath from his body, but he didn’t let go. He dragged the boy clear of the water, soaking himself in the process, using his legs to inch them back towards the bank, calling out to the horse to back up, to help pull them both to safety.


The boy was still and silent now as Robert hurried the last few feet off the ice. Even as he dragged the frozen body towards the trees, he was already rubbing limbs, stripping off sodden clothing, pulling his own cloak free to wrap around the boy. He set him down carefully, then immediately set to work, kicking snow aside to find damp scrappy wood he could use for a fire. He didn’t care what it looked like, it just needed to be warm. He used his powers to set it alight, turning it into a blaze that would burn quickly, warming air frozen from months of winter. Only when he was sure the boy was no longer in danger of freezing to death did he turn and eye the horse.


It watched him warily, as though able to read his thoughts. He chose to ignore it, clearing more snow from the ground to give the animal somewhere to forage. Give it time to calm down, that was the thing. Give them both time.


He gathered more wood, stoked up the fire, making sure he kept himself warm, since he’d lost his cloak. The pain in his side sank to a dull heavy throb. Two years and still the wound hadn’t healed. He doubted it ever would now, though the doctors insisted it was just a matter of time. But he didn’t have time. None of them did.


The boy hadn’t moved, he just lay wrapped in Robert’s cloak, white face, blue lips, dark hair. Small and slight, a pale shadow about seven or eight years old. Out here alone. On a horse bearing a fine-quality saddle which …


Robert fell to his knees beside the boy, tugging the cloth back from his face to reveal young features that were far too familiar for him to ignore.


‘Andrew?’ Robert whispered. ‘But what in the name of the gods are you doing …’ He stopped, looked up across the lake, putting together last night, and the night before, the directions, the raid, the chase, the route to escape. In the dark, it had been impossible to tell how far he’d gone, exactly where his horse had finally thrown him.


‘Serin’s blood! I have to get you home before …’ No, he didn’t think how this boy’s mother was the woman he’d once loved, the woman who’d betrayed him. He had learned long before that such thoughts were anathema. Instead, he kept everything centred on warming the still body, on gaining the horse’s trust, on putting the fire out and getting Andrew up onto the saddle in front of him. Then, before it could start snowing again, he urged the horse to move and followed the trail back. He could only hope it would take them towards Maitland.


Mist rose between the trees as the sun hit last night’s snow. Their passage was hidden by grey, lit by golden rays too weak to warm. But the movement did that, and the horse beneath them. Robert held onto Andrew, keeping as much of his body covered as possible, feeling, eventually, some twitches, and then shivers begin to rattle through the slight frame.


How in Mineah’s name had he got so far out here alone? Why hadn’t anybody missed him yet? Had he been running from some trouble?


Was his mother nearby?


Such a question almost froze him on his journey, but Andrew began to cough and Robert kicked the horse into greater movement. Soon he no longer needed to follow the tracks, he recognised the landscape.


He paused while still under cover and some small distance from the cottage to Seek for possible trouble, to find out if there was more than one person behind those walls.


All was well, as quiet as it appeared. Carefully, Robert brought the horse to the edge of the trees, where a clearing opened out to face the house. To one side was a tiny stable, large enough perhaps for two horses and a bale of hay. Keeping hold of Andrew, Robert slid from his horse to the ground and made his way around the building to duck into the stable unseen from the house. There he laid Andrew down where he would be safe. The child was shivering violently. Soon his muscles would start to ache and the pain would be enough to wake him up. Robert would have to be gone before then.


He had a moment, no longer, a moment in which to feel a thread of excitement run through him. He had an idea, no more, probably foolish, probably doomed to failure.


He reached out, brushed the hair from Andrew’s pale forehead and pressed two fingers there. ‘Know me,’ he whispered, exerting the power needed to enforce the command. ‘Always know my aura. I will not forget yours. Listen and learn.’


He could hear movement from within the house. He had to go or he would be discovered. ‘Know me, Andrew. I will come back.’


Seconds later, he was back within the darkness of the trees, hiding again, the reins between his fingers, waiting, watching the door, hope rising in him again.


The door opened and a man stepped outside, a frown on his face, a face Robert knew better than his own. Dark red curls shook as Micah turned this way and that, as though he’d heard something and had come out into the cold to investigate. Some other instinct sent his gaze to the ground, to where Robert’s footprints gathered before the stable door. In a flash Micah was inside. A moment later, he emerged, the boy in his arms and words of fear and concern echoed across the clearing before Micah took Andrew to safety inside.


Safety and warmth. Maitland Manor was a ten minute ride away, where Andrew’s aunt and uncle lived, where Andrew lived. The boy was well-loved, cherished and kept close.


But still that thread of excitement ran through Robert, touching something inside him he’d never encountered before. So he was still standing there, in the shadows, when Micah opened the door once more. But he didn’t go far. He simply stood there, staring hard into the trees before nodding once.


‘Thank you.’


Robert said nothing, gave no sign that he was there. He waited for Micah to go back inside, then mounted the boy’s horse and rode into the morning with a fine sense of purpose.


He had a lot of work to do.





1
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The field shimmered in a golden haze of autumn sun and sumptuous cloth. Huge pavilions stretched out to the north and west, rippling in the afternoon breeze: a statement of outrageous wealth and prosperity, and not a little audacity. Pennants of every colour ringed the field, their flapping drowned out by the constant movement of people in the background, cooks roasting whole sides of beef, bakers working a stone-built oven and, behind them, row after row of spit-fires over which fish and fowl were grilled on pikes. To the east, within the shadows of a tidy wood, minstrels and tumblers practised, making ready.


Osbert’s head ached. His feet hurt and his back tingled with the strain of standing for so long. He should never have made the long ride from Marsay in one day without giving himself some time to recover for this event. Better still, he should have had the courage to stay away altogether.


But courage had never been his greatest strength.


At least he was not alone in his suffering. Most of the court was there along with him: the King’s Council, magnates, lords, ladies, priests and his highest ranking Guildesmen. They stood there, in the cleared space between pavilions his Guilde engineers had spent six months creating, circling the long table at which the King sat, all bedecked in their best finery, glittering and glowing with the opulence the King wished to display to the visiting envoy from Mayenne.


But there was something so wretchedly transparent about the whole thing that made Osbert’s head ache more, gave his stomach a queasy sinking feeling; he knew he wouldn’t eat a mouthful of the feast even now being prepared.


‘Would you like some wine, my lord?’


Osbert refused to look at the priest who stood beside him, whispering to avoid drawing attention to himself. Kenrick sat no more than twenty feet away from them, engrossed in his conversation with the ambassador from Mayenne, almost his entire court watching the exchange. It would not do well to interrupt such a tense moment.


‘No,’ Osbert murmured, barely moving. ‘I would not like some wine. I would like to go to my bed, fall asleep and find this was all some sort of sick joke.’


‘I would imagine the King would find such an action mildly amusing,’ Godfrey replied. ‘He is indeed well known for his sense of humour.’


‘As is your good self,’ Osbert added dryly. Judging his moment, he glanced aside at the tall Archdeacon, recognising the familiar ironic expression on a face he’d grown to know almost too well over the years.


As Proctor of the Guilde, Osbert’s place at such events as this was unarguable. Godfrey, however, had won his by sheer determination. With Bishop Brome in frequent ill health, Godfrey was more and more often requested to stand in his place. Without doubt, Godfrey lent any occasion far more dignity than his superior ever could.


Lean and strong, Godfrey’s long face was framed with dark hair which showed little of the passing years, his tonsure still proudly shaved. He, unlike everyone else here, wore only the simplest of habits, black robes lightened by the silver stole draped around his neck, urged upon him by the Bishop himself.


On his better days, Osbert allowed that he and Godfrey had become friends through trials shared and survived. On his worst, he could only admit that they had formed the oddest of alliances, the rules of which had never been spoken aloud.


The only thing he could say for certain was that he trusted this man more than any other at court, even though he suspected the friends Godfrey had would not bear too much scrutiny.


On the other hand, with a King who openly practised sorcery, who was to say Godfrey’s friends were so bad?


‘How long do you think they will bargain?’ Godfrey stepped closer, keeping his voice low.


Osbert paused before replying, listening in to the exchanges between Kenrick and Ogiers, words about grain shipments, imports of cloth and wool. Even to his ears, the demands appeared hopelessly high, which, of course, would go some way to explaining the darkening expression on the young King’s face.


‘I don’t know,’ he replied softly, ‘I understand Ogiers himself is not agreeable to the match. Kenrick will have to convince him before he can convince the girl’s father.’


‘Tirone is afraid of Kenrick.’


Osbert paused, glanced at Godfrey and let out a long breath. ‘Yes, he is. Along with just about everybody else in this country. But Tirone is King of Mayenne and he’s lost two of his three sons over the last few years. If he should lose the third, then he will need a strong alliance with Kenrick or Mayenne will be overrun, and alliance means marriage between Kenrick and Olivia.’


‘She is a child of twelve! They are cousins,’ Godfrey hissed with thinly veiled contempt. ‘It is not right that Brome should consent …’


As Godfrey pulled up, Osbert had to suppress a smile. Godfrey had worked his way up to the highest echelons of the Church by virtue of his honesty, integrity and obvious intelligence. He had survived this long because he had an uncanny ability to keep his often outspoken opinions largely to himself. But every now and then, one would slip out.


‘If you were in Brome’s place,’ Osbert replied, not ungently, ‘would you have refused Kenrick his request for a dispensation?’


Godfrey didn’t reply, leaving Osbert to return his attention to the long table set out before him, sitting on a thick woollen rug from Alusia. Ogiers sat at the opposite end, his secretary and lieutenants a step behind him. Ogiers was certainly a man equal to the task at hand. Lusara and Mayenne had been at odds for twenty-five years. It took a great deal of courage to travel across a land so openly hostile to meet a King whose father had once tried to kill you. But Ogiers was Tirone’s man, loyal to the end. His skills at negotiating were renowned throughout the northern continent; Kenrick was not finding it so easy going.


At twenty-two, Kenrick was every inch his father’s son. Tall, fair-haired, broad-shouldered, with a nasty scar on the left side of his face that had never been explained. Clever in a devious way, determined and wholly self-absorbed. He ruled Lusara with an almost vengeful hatred, giving nothing and taking everything. In so many ways, he made his father, the conqueror, appear soft and benign in comparison – a bizarre concept to any who had known Selar. Kenrick pursued his ambitions without appearing to have any idea of how he was viewed by those around him, by the people of Lusara, or Mayenne.


His council was corrupt, his advisors terrified and he relied far too heavily on a man whose name alone had the power to give Osbert nightmares.


And Kenrick was negotiating a marriage to the twelve-year-old daughter of an honest and noble King in order to further the ambitions of that man.


Osbert suppressed a shudder.


Abruptly Kenrick slapped his hand on the table and got to his feet. He gathered together the documents before him and thrust them towards Osbert, who stepped forward and took them quickly, ignoring the glitter in Kenrick’s eyes, the heightened colour in his cheeks.


‘You have given us many things to think about,’ Kenrick began, addressing both Ogiers and the gathered courtiers. His voice was hard and clipped, giving away more than he probably desired. ‘I pray you take rest and refreshment, Ambassador, while I consider your … requests. My Lord Proctor will play host.’


Osbert caught another flash in Kenrick’s eyes before the King turned and left them, heading for his pavilion, his bodyguard close behind.


Osbert was not the only one in that gathering who sighed in relief.


*


Kenrick could only stand still a few moments once he gained the privacy of his pavilion. He could still hear voices from outside, his court relaxing their silence now that he had departed and, by the gods, the cooks and servants were ringing up a clatter in preparation for the feast he would have to preside over.


He had to get out, get away from that look, that glint in Ogier’s eyes, that … that self-satisfied repulsion which had fringed everything the old man had said.


He should never have met the man face to face. He should have handled it all with his own envoys, clerks, priests and perhaps a personal visit from Osbert himself. Dealt with it all at a distance so he wouldn’t have to see that … look.


Thank the gods that the only scar visible was the one on his face.


But what would he do if the marriage went ahead? How could he bed his new wife … with a body that … when she saw it …


Assuming, of course, Ogiers, and by extension, Tirone, would ever allow the match. Judging by the demands laid out in the marriage contract, they saw the entire proposal as little more than a joke.


A joke? He was a King! How dare they face him with such scorn?


Yelling for his guard, he strode through the pavilion to the door on the other side. There his men stood, a horse already saddled for him. Without pausing he swung up, gathering the reins and kicking the stallion before he’d even settled properly.


As he rode away from the gathering, he didn’t bother looking back. He didn’t need to see Ogiers’ contempt in order to feel it.


*


The land enveloped him. Ancient rock peeked through dried and tufted grasses, fought with blackened heather, creating a patchwork quilt that looked soft but was, in fact, harsh. Here and there stands of moss-covered rock rose like towers, or tumbled down a grassy hillside like toys abandoned mid-play. In the dips between, small lakes of brackish water collected, undrinkable, feeding what little life survived in this place.


Ransem Castle broke up this untrammelled wasteland with walls of rigid stone the colour of a blood-red rose withered with age. More than once, Kenrick had fancied that the place had not been built, but had risen from the moor, whole and complete, and yet rotten at its core.


He hated coming here. Hated having to.


*


Gates were opened for him, servants appearing from nowhere to attend his guard, take his horse. High walls surrounded him, square and fat; a tall round tower dominated each corner of this square. The moment the gates were shut behind him, the world outside ceased to exist and old, familiar fears once again rose up inside him, feeding him the energy he required to mount the steps to the hall, to stride through the door opened for him.


Lofty beamed ceilings shut out the daylight, leaving slim windows here and there to illuminate that which should be kept only in darkness. The room had changed little since he’d last seen it; fireplaces at either end of the hall gave out more heat than he required; chairs and a long table gathered at one end, giving the impression that this place hosted a warm and popular lord.


Samdon Nash was a master at deceit.


Before he could move from the doorway, the stench hit him.


Amazing how he always forgot the smell of this place, as though his memory had no desire to hold onto something so appalling.


‘Good afternoon, Sire.’


He turned to look at the man who bowed before him. Taymar, one of the many Nash had Bonded to him, so that they obeyed his every order, so that their loyalty was to him alone, so that they would die for him if he said the word. The removal of individual will was replaced with slavery. The very sight of those dull eyes was enough to make him sick to his stomach.


‘Where is he?’


Taymar waved a hand towards the far fireplace and a tall chair with its back to the rest of the wall. The table before it was covered in huge papers and three thick, weeping candlesticks.


The slave raised his voice. ‘Master, the King is here to see you.’


*


Flames shifted around the fireplace, oily and slow, as though afraid of burning the logs too quickly. Kenrick kept his eyes on them, preferring to watch this perversion of nature rather than set his gaze on the man seated to his side, shifting distractedly through his papers.


‘I take it you have not come here to report complete success.’


‘Tirone asks too much.’


‘Of course.’


‘Things I can’t begin to give him. He’s doing it deliberately.’


‘Yes.’


‘He won’t negotiate. I’ve tried.’


‘You didn’t also try to intimidate Ogiers, did you?’


Kenrick sighed, holding his exasperation in. It wasn’t as though they hadn’t had long discussions as to what he could say and what he couldn’t. ‘That would be impossible. The man barely stopped talking about the rumours and reports he’d had about lawlessness in Lusara and how I wasn’t able to keep the peace the way my father could. And then he launched into tales of his noble master, the King, and Tirone’s perfect children, their scholarly attributes, their achievements, how strong and healthy they are. How … flawless.’ Flawless, yes. And unscarred.


‘And he made you feel insignificant?’


Kenrick couldn’t answer that, couldn’t think about how it had felt to hear such things over and over without his skin crawling and a not uncommon desire to kill something almost overwhelming him. Ogiers had vexed his father. With luck, the bastard would die of old age soon and vex Kenrick no more. Or perhaps …


He stuck his chin out and changed the subject. It didn’t do to give too much of his thoughts away to this man. ‘Well? So what do you suggest now? Have you had any further word on the remaining Prince?’


‘I would have told you if I had.’


And not kept it secret, like he did so much else? Kenrick grunted, turned away from the fire and pulled a chair out from the table. He sank into it, sitting at an angle to Nash, keeping the man’s face out of his line of sight. He didn’t look at the papers and what might have been maps. He’d learned long ago that Nash was jealous of his knowledge and was prepared to enforce secrecy. ‘So? What do I do now? We’ve removed two of Tirone’s three heirs. The last one has been spirited away for safety – and your … your slaves, despite their Bonding, haven’t been able to find him, leaving me with an intractable King, a stubborn envoy and a princess I can’t—’


A creaking from the other chair warned him – but even so, he couldn’t ignore the man as he stood up. The firelight did nothing to soften the hideous mess that face had become. One eye was permanently closed up, twisted and foiled into a chaos which blended horribly with his cheek, marring one side of his mouth into a permanent sneer. Wrinkled and bitter flesh flaked down his throat to thankfully disappear beneath dark cloth. The right arm still hung in useless abandon while the left gripped a walking stick with gnarled fingers.


So hideously maimed, so badly healed. Hard to believe that inside that rotting shell remained enough power to incinerate this castle, and Kenrick with it.


And all of it was damage done by the Enemy, by Robert Douglas.


Nash gave him something close to a smile, a hideous parody on that face. ‘You’re not contemplating something foolish, are you, my King?’


Kenrick stiffened. Why was it that no matter how hard he tried, his mind still leaked thoughts that this rotting sorcerer could pick up, like dead leaves in an autumn forest? Or was it that Nash knew him better than he would wish?


Nash leaned on his stick and hobbled his way to the other end of the table, where Taymar poured out wine into jewelled goblets. ‘I’m sure you could indeed abduct the girl, marry and bed her before Tirone could find you – but would that really get you what you want? Mmn?’


The tone was half teasing, half contemptuous, making Kenrick grit his teeth. ‘While we dance around Ogiers, Tirone could have his daughter betrothed and married off to someone else. His demands of me are exorbitant – but even if I could meet them, he’d find other excuses and you know it. Hell, if we had those kinds of riches, would we worry with taking Mayenne? And you didn’t see his reaction to my scars! Why, why can’t we do something about them now?’


‘You know why.’


Kenrick threw up his hands and sat back. ‘You didn’t see Ogiers flinch when he first arrived. I could tell what he was looking at – and so could my entire court! You have no concept of the humiliation I have suffered – and more so with his stories about the perfect Prince and Princess! I’m the King. I insist you take this seriously.’


A single, baleful glare turned on him then, iciness leaking out of that dark gaze as though there had never been any warmth in the world, ever. Steeling himself, Kenrick refused to move, no matter how much his feet demanded it of him.


With something that was either a sigh or a hiss, Nash hobbled towards him, pausing close enough for the smell of rotting flesh to fill Kenrick’s world, make his skin crawl with the effort to escape.


‘This is little more than vanity,’ Nash spoke, his voice soft and hard, edged with granite. ‘And you have only yourself to blame. I have long warned you against experimenting with the forbidden side of your abilities until I was strong enough to guide and train you. You failed to listen to me and your body now pays the price. This is your mistake, yet you demand I fix it for you?’


‘You said you would,’ Kenrick almost winced at the whining tone of his own voice. What was it about Nash that brought this side out in him? ‘You said it would not be a problem …’


Nash blinked at him. ‘I have told you more times than I can recall – neither I, nor any sorcerer alive, can heal a wound or mend a scar. To do so is to travel across a line not even I dare cross. I need blood to do as you ask. And powerful blood at that.’


‘Then … then give me the means to regenerate, as you do. You promised you would when we became allies. We need Mayenne – and Tirone won’t give me his daughter while I look like this!’


Nash grunted. ‘You presume too much upon my patience, boy! You would have me give you some precious sorcerer, show you how to use his blood to remove a single scar from your face when I – I – require so much more before I can be whole again! The few sources I have been able to find over the last years have only closed up my wounds. And you want a few scars removed?’


Unable to move under that blistering gaze, Kenrick whispered, ‘So what do we do?’


One side of Nash’s face twitched, but the voice dropped low. ‘I suppose we do want the same thing in the end,’ he mused, frowning a little. He turned away then, but didn’t go far. ‘We cannot take Malachi or they will turn against us, but it’s too soon for …’


Though there were secrets there Kenrick burned to know, he just sat and waited. The opportunity would come one day for him to learn more.


Nash shook his head. ‘We have exhausted every possible avenue and yet they’re still out there somewhere. We need to … find them. Now more than ever – but without bringing a battle down on us that we are not yet in a position to win.’


A burn of fear flashed in Kenrick’s stomach; he almost flinched at what Nash was suggesting. He gathered himself, venturing the next necessary question, just to be sure. ‘You’re talking about the Salti Pazar, aren’t you? But you’ve been looking for them for decades. We need sorcerers now. We can’t wait for you to—’


‘No,’ Nash stiffened as though in surprise, sniffed in a breath and returned to his chair, sinking down with a short sigh. When he spoke again, there was something calculating in his tone, as if of thoughts only just considered. ‘You’re right. We don’t have any more time to find them. They’re protected in some fashion by …’


‘What?’


‘That doesn’t matter.’ Nash fell silent then, but Kenrick didn’t dare say anything. ‘Perhaps we should … perhaps there is a way to draw them out in the open, where we can get at them.’


Kenrick frowned. ‘The last time you tried that, we had a battle and Robert Douglas killed my father!’


‘No, that’s not what I mean.’ Nash reached up and took the fresh cup of wine Taymar handed him, sipped and nodded to himself. ‘Yes, I think that is definitely our very next step. Come here.’


Slowly Kenrick moved forward until his back faced the fireplace. Nash flicked his hand. As though from nowhere, a small black ball appeared and hovered in the air between them. Looking more closely, Kenrick saw the rough pockmarks over the surface, saw the dull ochre colour, despite the poor lighting. It was big enough to fit neatly into the palm of his hand. He knew what this was and his excitement, for a moment, almost overwhelmed him.


He dared not touch it.


‘You know what this is,’ Nash said, his tone almost bored. ‘Use it only when you must. Let the blood flow freely into a calyx the first time you use it—’


‘What’s a calyx?’


‘It’s a … shallow bowl. Sit the orb in the bowl. Once the blood has gone, allow yourself a full day to absorb the power you have been given.’


‘How?’ Kenrick’s whisper sounded loud, his gaze never leaving the orb as it hung in the air before his eyes. For so many years he’d wanted to know how to do this, how to prolong his life, to heal his wounds just as Nash had been doing for a century and a half – and now it was there, in front of him. His fingers itched to reach out and take it.


‘Sleep with it between your hands, palms flat against the surface. You will be tired afterwards, but … your scar will be gone.’


‘But … it’s so small.’


‘Big enough for what you want. You’re still young, you have no further need as yet. Later, I will show you more. Go on, take it.’


For a second, Kenrick’s gaze flickered to Nash. Then he reached up and plucked the orb out of the air. It felt instantly warm and welcoming.


‘Don’t use it unless you’re injured,’ Nash added, settling back into his chair. ‘And don’t go killing Malachi to use their blood or they will turn against us and we will have an enemy we can’t afford.’


‘Then where do I find sorcerer blood to …’


That twisted half-smile returned as Nash looked up at him. ‘Why, Salti of course. And, my King, you can do this part all on your own. In fact, I’m sure you will enjoy it.’


*


The heat of the early autumn night kept Osbert uncomfortable long into the banquet. He could not, of course, loosen any of his formal robes, but instead had to sit at the high table, by Kenrick’s left hand, and continue to pretend that all was well, that this was a happy occasion and not one that might precipitate a war.


More than once he caught Godfrey’s eye; he envied the Archdeacon his position beside Ogiers where he could at least be guaranteed some interesting conversation. Right now, however, the Mayenne Ambassador was engaged in dancing with a Duchess Osbert knew only by sight.


Long bench tables had been set up under the stars, a space left between them for tumblers and musicians and now, for revellers to join the formal dances. Ogiers moved in a gentle and stately manner, befitting his age, but the calm expression on his face betrayed to the Proctor his relief at no longer having to sit near the King.


There had been no bargain struck between them. Tirone of Mayenne had too many demands, was prepared to negotiate on too few of them. Kenrick, still needing to prove himself, had remained stubborn and the only thing the two men had agreed upon was to meet again in three months and review their respective positions.


Osbert knew Kenrick to be far too impatient to keep to such an agreement. He was more likely to find an alternative solution than to be content to let his ambition rest in the hands of others.


And yet, since his return that evening, Kenrick had been more quiet and thoughtful than anything else. His good humour had returned, making the celebrations a little easier to endure, and even now he sipped his wine rather than guzzled it, smiled a little at the dancers, tapped his fingers in time to the fiddle and drum and generally appeared to be enjoying himself.


So why did the sight of that send a fresh frisson of fear through Osbert? Was it because he’d seen the Baron DeMassey and his companion, Gilbert Dusan, enjoying the festivities? Was it due to the fact that those two men were so closely in league with Nash – or was it that Osbert had no doubts at all that Kenrick’s disappearance today must have been in order for him to visit …


Osbert could not find words to describe the man who had turned Lusara into a quagmire of misery, although he had helped Nash to get where he was, unwitting of the danger, unmindful of the consequences.


And Kenrick served Nash as his father had before him.


‘My Lord Proctor?’


Kenrick’s quiet query broke into Osbert’s thoughts and he turned with a carefully schooled expression. ‘Yes, Sire?’


‘What say you of Tirone’s stubbornness? Do you think he will ever relinquish his daughter?’


This was the kind of question Osbert had to face on a daily basis, balancing what he believed was true with what he believed Kenrick wanted to hear – with little room for the harsh reality. If he voiced his honest opinion, the King would be pushed either to anger or to war. If he prevaricated too much, Kenrick would no longer ask him for his opinion, and any influence he might have, however small, would be eroded.


A real King, however, would listen without judgement, never condemning a man for his thoughts.


‘I believe,’ Osbert replied, holding up his cup to be filled by the boy waiting behind the high table, ‘that given sufficient guarantees, Tirone will eventually agree to you marrying the Princess.’


‘I know that,’ Kenrick replied, his gaze not hard but almost quizzical, as though he held a secret, ‘but how many of his guarantees can be dispensed with before he gives me the girl? I have already sent him a dozen shipments of grain to make up for the failure of his harvest – without, I might add, extracting an exorbitant price. I could have sold them to Budlandi for twice what he gave me.’


While still leaving his own people to starve their way through winter, Osbert added silently. He waited while the page filled the King’s cup before replying, ‘It is possible that in six months’ time, his demands will change for the better. Or they might change for the worse.’


‘So I should settle now?’ Kenrick smiled and sat back a little, as though enjoying making Osbert squirm like this.


Osbert watched him for a moment, gauging mood and politics as though they were dancers on the floor below. Survival required sacrifices. ‘Who is to say, within a year of your marriage, that Tirone will no longer be so adamant about your adherence to those guarantees?’


Kenrick’s smile widened. ‘So you’re suggesting that I make promises now and break them later?’


‘Rather,’ Osbert’s guts twisted at what he was saying, ‘that you agree to them now and revise your position later. Conditions change, after all. If Lusara’s harvest were to fail, would Tirone be equally helpful to us?’


‘That’s a very good point. And I could certainly use her dowry, that’s without doubt.’ Kenrick nodded, turning his gaze back to the dance floor. His brows drew together for a moment before he said, ‘How many Guilde laws are there to govern the crime of sorcery? To punish it?’


Osbert blinked at the sudden change of subject. ‘Fifty-six, Sire.’


Again, Kenrick nodded – and suddenly afraid, Osbert shot a glance at Godfrey, who was paying close attention to the entire conversation. Nobody else was close enough to hear over the noise and music.


‘Only fifty-six? How many for murder?’


‘Sixteen.’


Half of Kenrick’s face lifted in an ironic smile. Then he said, ‘How long would it take you to issue fifty-six law changes?’


His heart abruptly pounding, Osbert whispered, ‘Sire? I don’t understand … What do you …’


Kenrick sat back in his seat and turned a flat expression on him. ‘I want you to reverse the laws against sorcery. I no longer want it to be illegal, nor punishable by death. Is that clear enough for you?’


Osbert could hardly breathe. What Kenrick was asking for was … impossible! Those laws had stood for more than five hundred years, created in the aftermath of the old Empire’s battle. Osbert didn’t have the power to reverse them! They could only be felled by majority consent within the Guilde – and such a debate would rage for years before any kind of agreement …


‘Well?’ Kenrick appeared to be waiting patiently for the desired response, leaving Osbert hanging over the edge of a cliff.


‘Sire,’ he began, urging the desperation from his voice, ‘I would not wish to question your wisdom—’


‘But you’ll do it anyway?’


‘Sire, you don’t understand. I am not in a position to make such changes. Those laws are—’


‘Treason.’


Osbert slammed to a halt, guts churning, heart fluttering with fears too long encouraged.


‘Yes, Osbert, they are treason – for how can the Guilde continue to legislate against sorcery, to consider sorcery a great evil, to hold onto the sacred duty to eradicate all sorcery from the land, when your own King is in possession of such powers?’ Kenrick’s gaze narrowed. ‘Why, neither you nor your fellow Guildesmen have done anything to arrest me – so you already know those laws are treasonous. If I am to marry, to produce an heir who might have these same powers, how would I appear to the rest of the world when I allow laws that could execute me to remain on your books?’


‘Of course, Sire,’ Osbert scrambled, but he was too late.


‘I want those laws reversed, Osbert. You will begin preparing the papers tonight. I shall be sending letters to Bishop Brome to ask of him the same in respect of Church law. Now I think it’s time I joined our honoured guest on the dance floor.’


Osbert rose to his feet as Kenrick left the table. A moment later and Godfrey was by his side. ‘What are you going to do?’


Blinking the fog from his mind, Osbert glanced at his sometime friend and much-needed ally. ‘What do you think I’m going to do? How can I defy him? He’d kill me and find a replacement to give him what he wants. Either way, those laws will change. I don’t have a choice and he knows it.’


‘You have other options,’ Godfrey murmured, his eyes full of meaning, begging Osbert to ask the questions, to make a choice, to do something more than simply survive, to find the courage to strike back.


‘No, Father, you’re the one with the options. I’m the one with the responsibility.’ Osbert’s voice came out as leaden as his heart felt. ‘But I wonder what you’d do in my place. I wonder how you would play it if in each hand you had an evil card and your choice only one or the other. If you will excuse me, I seem to have some work to do. Goodnight.’


No, courage had never been his greatest strength – but now was not the time for it to become a fatal weakness.




2


Damp leaves crackled softly beneath Finnlay’s foot as he regained his balance. Still crouched low, he peered through the dense undergrowth, keeping his breathing steady and quiet, his movements to a minimum. Pale shadows streaked the forest floor before him, cast by a moon buried behind fine layers of cloud. His hands were cold, his boots dampened by layers of frost scattered about the ground. The rest of him was warm, heated by the chase.


He filled his chest with the evening chill, letting out the air against the curve of his elbow to hide puffs of steam which might give his position away. He absorbed the scents of the forest, individually and together, rolling them around in his head, identifying and discarding, picking carefully until he found the one he wanted.


Gentle sounds surrounded him, a subtle hum of forest life. Finnlay could have named each sound he heard, but it was all the more powerful – and infinitely more useful – to capture them as a whole, place the image of the forest within his Senses and let the intruder reveal himself against the familiar backdrop.


Shan Moss lived within him now each day, as it had done for the last eight years. This wide forest, almost bare in its autumn existence, had given him little joy and great heartache, seeds of sorrow and only one spark of hope. And now, after four days of tracking, he was nearing the end of his patience.


With one more casual sweep of his surroundings, Finnlay took a single step forward, listening with intent ears to the sounds he made, almost feeling the brush move to let him pass. Long tendrils of weeping pine glided across his face, a gentle caress, almost welcoming. There was still boy enough in him to smile at the fanciful thought.


Once more he came to a halt, concentrating. He waited.


He slipped the dagger from his boot, balanced the weapon and felt the hard horn handle, worn and well-used. Changing his weight from one foot to the other, he took in one more breath.


He sprang forward. In a moment he held his captive from behind with a blade to the throat, left hand twisting a sword from frozen fingers. With a dull thud it dropped to the ground and Finnlay breathed again, this time allowing the steam to fill the air around his prisoner’s ear. He felt no satisfaction, only despair.


‘Damn it, boy, what the hell do you think you’re doing?’


The body relaxed slightly, a half-stifled sigh providing some answer. ‘I’m sorry, Finnlay, I just didn’t …’


Finnlay pressed the blade closer, let the boy feel the cold steel sharp against his skin. ‘And what would you have done if it hadn’t been me?’


The body stiffened with shock. ‘I am sorry. I was trying, I just …’


With a grunt, Finnlay released him, putting the dagger away before picking up the sword. He tossed it to the boy with a casual gesture, denying himself the pleasure of acting on his anger and giving the boy a sound thrashing. ‘Come on!’


He didn’t look back as he began the long walk back to camp. He said nothing, but focused on the heavy footsteps trudging behind him, every now and then hastening to catch up.


If he left him out here on his own, perhaps then he might take this all a bit more seriously.


As though sensing his irritation, the boy spoke, his words punctuated by sharp breaths. ‘Well, it’s still early – can’t we try again?’


‘No.’


‘But …’


Finnlay came to a halt and spun around. ‘What’s the point in trying again tonight, eh? We’ve been at this all day. You must be getting bored with it. I know I am.’


He could barely see the face before him, the dark shadowed shape, but he didn’t need to. He knew the expression well enough. Hopeful, hurt that he’d done wrong, so very willing to make another attempt. ‘But it is early, I mean, if we try again, I promise I’ll do my best, really I will.’


‘To what end? So I can catch you within fifteen minutes again? The longest you’ve lasted today was our first attempt – and that’s only because I gave you a really big head start.’ Finnlay spread his arms wide in the only gesture of frustration he would allow himself. ‘Hell, Andrew, is this just some sort of game for you?’


‘No!’ Andrew looked horrified, blue eyes wide, mouth open in shock.


‘The drill is we go out and you try to evade capture for an hour. Just an hour. That’s all you have to do. Move silently through the forest without giving your position away for one tiny hour – and you still can’t manage more than a quarter of that, even after four days of these exercises.’


‘But you—’


‘What?’


Andrew shrugged, turning away. ‘Nothing.’


‘What?’


‘You’re a Seeker,’ Andrew mumbled.


Steeling himself, Finnlay stepped forward, deliberately towering over the boy. ‘I don’t need to be a Seeker to find you, Andrew. I could do it blindfolded with one leg missing, you make so much noise. You know I haven’t once tried Seeking you – but it wouldn’t matter if I had. How do you know the man who might some day be stalking you won’t also be a Seeker? How the hell would you get away from him?’


‘Nobody can evade a Seeker.’


‘Oh? An expert now, are we?’


Andrew said nothing. His stance was one of such complete dejection, Finnlay’s anger quickly began to fade.


‘Come on,’ he said quietly. ‘The others will be waiting. Supper should be ready by the time we get back. You must be hungry.’


A slight nod was all he got in reply at first, then another mumble. ‘I really am sorry, Finnlay.’


Such genuine remorse touched Finnlay deep inside, the way it always did. He felt the last of his frustration die away and with a sigh, he slung an arm around the boy’s shoulders, urging him back along the path. ‘I’m sorry, too. I don’t mean to get angry, but I know you can do better.’


‘What if I can’t?’


Finnlay looked at the young face gazing up at him bathed in flashes of moonlight. He looked so much like his mother, it was almost frightening – and yet, something in his eyes gave his father away.


‘What if I can’t, Finnlay?’ Andrew asked again. ‘The others can all do this, can’t they? They can make their Senses work so they know when people are around them. What if I really don’t have that power?’


There was a low note of desperation in the boy’s voice and Finnlay felt suddenly guilty for pushing him so hard. If the boy’s powers hadn’t come through by now, after all that provocation, perhaps they weren’t going to.


But Jenn was so certain Andrew had abilities. And Martha said she could Sense them as well. So if they were in there, buried somewhere deep, why couldn’t Andrew push them up to the surface when he needed to?


‘I can’t be Salti if I don’t have any powers, can I?’


‘Are you worried about that? Honestly, it doesn’t matter. Plenty of Salti have children who don’t have powers. It happens all the time. It doesn’t mean you don’t belong.’


‘Everybody I know has them. You’ve been working with the others. Do they keep failing?’


‘Some of them, yes.’ Finnlay stopped and faced the boy squarely. ‘Look, I don’t want you to worry about this. Your mother’s abilities didn’t manifest until she was seventeen, and you’re still three years off that. The only reason we keep trying this is because of the time you spend at court, with Kenrick. And remember, these exercises aren’t just about you developing powers – they’re about you being aware with the normal senses everyone is born with. You can’t go stumbling around a forest, making that kind of noise, leaving a trail a blind man could see. We want you to be as well-armed as possible, for your own sake, that’s all. You’re doing well in everything else – your mother’s very proud of you, I know.’


A little smile lit Andrew’s face. ‘You must want to tear your hair out with me, sometimes.’


‘Well, yes, that’s true,’ Finnlay agreed, deadpan. ‘But you’re not the only one. At least half my students have the same effect on me – and I can honestly say that you are, by no means, my worst student.’


‘I’m not?’


‘No.’ Finnlay resumed walking, listening to Andrew walk behind, his step lighter now. ‘I think you should also know,’ he added, giving the boy a little hope, ‘that I was the worst student of all.’


‘Really?’ Andrew’s voice suddenly held a note of excitement.


‘I drove everybody to distraction: parents, teachers and my brother.’


‘Duke Robert?’


In the darkness, Finnlay grinned. It never failed. Every time he brought up the general subject of his brother, he would get plagued with questions. He just had to be sure he didn’t do it within Jenn’s hearing. Finnlay wanted Andrew to grow up with some knowledge of his father. Jenn, on the other hand, wasn’t so sure that was a good idea – especially since neither Robert nor Andrew knew they were father and son.


‘Finnlay?’


‘Yes?’


‘After supper, would you tell us about the Battle again? I’m sure Mother won’t mind. It’s just that, being here, in the forest where it all happened, makes it seem more real. Does that make sense?’


A little too much sense. Finnlay agreed, ‘If the others are interested, then certainly. Now let’s get a move on. I can smell the cooking from here.’


*


Finnlay found the clearing almost by smell alone. Something tasty and rich was being cooked over an open fire and his stomach reacted with odd noises. Andrew left him almost immediately and went to join his friends. They were on the other side of the clearing, gathered around Arlie, who was obviously trying to teach them something. Finnlay watched them for a moment, then headed to where Jenn was sitting by a fire, an open book on her lap. These days, she did little else but work, and there were times when he wished she wouldn’t.


She looked up as he approached, a faint smile in blue eyes edged with a little tension. ‘How was he?’


Finnlay sank onto a log pulled close to the fire and carefully framed his reply. ‘About the same. What about you? How did the others go?’


Jenn frowned at his short response, then glanced across the clearing, the dark blue eyes which were so like her son’s narrowed with distracted speculation. ‘They did well enough. Arlie’s had them working on lighting fires for the last hour or so – hence the mess. They did prepare dinner, and that certainly smells good.’


‘I noticed.’ Finnlay leaned back on his hands and surveyed the clearing and the activity going on. They’d brought eight Salti children with them on this trip, twice the usual number, because it was getting late in the year. The youngest, at thirteen, was his own daughter, Helen. The oldest was Liam, turning eighteen next spring. So far they’d behaved well, experimenting with woodcraft and testing some of the other lessons they’d learned in the Enclave.


It was perhaps too little for them – but for a community living in a kind of prison, it was certainly better than nothing.


Right now, Arlie Baldwyn was demonstrating another technique to light a fire from damp wood – without using his powers. That, more than anything else, was the focus of these trips, teaching the young Salti how to survive in the forest, how to avoid capture, how to track and trace both game and human quarry, all skills Finnlay had learned as part of his normal education at home at Dunlorn, essential skills these children would have to master if the day ever came when they could live safely outside their mountain home – even if that day appeared as far away as ever.


‘What’s wrong?’ Jenn’s voice was quiet and as Finnlay turned to face her, she raised her eyebrows, putting the book on her lap to one side.


‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Just wondering how much use this is going to be in the long run. You know how bored they are at the Enclave.’ Along with a few other people he could have mentioned.


‘They’ve been fine while we’ve been away.’


‘Exactly. But we’re facing another long winter where any chance to get outside the Enclave will be limited at best. I can see more trouble brewing.’ The last two years had been a trial on his patience. Some days he spent most of his energies keeping track of the children under his tutelage, just trying to keep them out of trouble. The truth was, he was tired of the responsibility, tired of training them for a life they were never likely to be able to lead.


Tired of the dead end his own ambitions had become.


He realised Jenn was watching him, but she said nothing for a moment. Her gaze drifted over the children at work, the horses unsaddled but hobbled at the other end of the clearing. Her expression was thoughtful, as though there were other considerations at stake here, things that even he didn’t know about. She kept her silence as she began to tidy up her books and papers, packing them into the ancient leather bag by her side. Then, her voice quiet, she said, ‘Do you have any other suggestions?’


Finnlay grunted. ‘Like what? We’re treating the symptoms of a disease we have no cure for. The Calyx is supposed to be able to tell us how to live outside the Enclave in freedom – but you can’t get the Key to tell us where it is. Unless you can find some way to get rid of Nash and Kenrick, things are only going to get worse.’ Those had once been his ambitions – to find the Calyx himself and to be at least a part of the battle to rid Lusara of the evil Nash had brought to it, the evil he’d corrupted the young King into.


‘Is it really that bad?’


He looked up at her – really looked. At thirty-two, she was still young, still beautiful, with those fathomless blue eyes, rich dark hair and an expressive oval face.


The years had wrought little change in her; the past had done that instead. Tonight he would tell the children the story of the Battle, without mentioning how this woman had never really recovered from that day, had never regained herself in the wake of her actions. Instead, she held herself together with a dignity she didn’t appear to believe in and a determination matched only by the man she had betrayed, his brother, Robert.


Like them all, she survived each year, considering hope, but not counting upon it.


Finnlay sighed. ‘No, perhaps it isn’t a crisis yet – but it will be one day. For five hundred years, Salti sorcerers have sheltered in the Enclave. We’ve trained them, then they’ve gone back out to live normal lives, returning now and then, sometimes permanently. Now it’s too dangerous for any of them to live outside. Children born in the Enclave never have a choice. And,’ Finnlay held up his hand to make his point, ‘the only reason we can do this much is because you come along with us, using the Key to give protection nobody can Seek through.’


‘Finnlay,’ Jenn replied, her voice soft to keep her words from the children, ‘I know they’re restless, I know they’re bored. But what else can we do?’


‘Aye.’ Frustration melted into weariness. ‘What else indeed?’ Finnlay climbed to his feet and grabbed his saddlebag. ‘I’m going to the stream to wash. I just thought I’d warn you, though, Andrew wants me to tell the story of the Battle again tonight.’


He turned then, not wanting to see the look on her face, nor the shadow in her eyes.


*


With icy-cold hands, Jenn quietly lifted another log and placed it on the fire in front of her. She had quite a blaze going now, despite the fact that supper had been finished an hour ago. Even so, she couldn’t quite stop the shiver that persistently ran down her back, no matter how many layers she wore.


Too many years spent living in the heated caves of the Enclave, no doubt: hard for her body to remember that she’d grown up in this forest, had run around here, winter and summer, from the age of three until seventeen when, chased by a squad of Guilde soldiers, she’d come across Finnlay and Micah and … Robert.


His quick thinking that night had saved her from punishment. His mystery had drawn her in much further, to the point where she’d lost the ability to extract herself. That story was still ongoing, even as Finnlay sat before the children, telling them of another chapter, one she already knew far better than she cared to admit.


He’d had a lot of practice over the years, telling this tale. He did so now with skill and patience, not minding the odd question thrown at him, carefully leaving out sundry details here and there – such as how the Malachi girl they’d captured had in fact been the same girl Micah had fallen in love with. How Finnlay himself had vowed to keep Jenn away from the battlefield, but that he had failed and instead, allowed Jenn to come between Robert and Nash, to stop them fighting, to prevent either of them dying that day.


And he said nothing of the hours after the battle, when Robert lay dying and when Jenn had saved his life with a lie.


No, Finnlay’s story covered only the historical aspects of the battle: the men who’d fought, those who had been wounded and those who’d died. He told of how sorcery had been used and how well it had worked. He covered the strategy, the tactics and the tricks each army had played upon the other – and he could do none of it without talking about his beloved brother.


Jenn watched it all from a distance, keeping the distance inside her as well. The children, Andrew amongst them, listened in rapt silence, smiling, frowning, eyes wide as though this was the first time they’d heard any of this – but of course, this time they were actually here, in the middle of Shan Moss, though some distance from the actual battlefield. Somehow, hearing this story while surrounded by the same trees, breathing the same air, brought the whole thing to life.


Dreams of glory, of victory and freedom. She could almost see them in the children’s faces – and it was impossible, at this age, for them to understand that the Battle of Shan Moss had been none of those things, but instead, a long series of mistakes – some of which had been hers.


She drew in a deep breath. Young Helen, Finnlay’s beautiful daughter, sat beside him, head on his shoulder, his arm around her. Quiet, thoughtful, gentle and kind, it was hard to imagine that he had sired her: Finnlay, with his quick temper, his impatience and demands for instant results. No two people could be less alike – yet they were as close as father and daughter could be and it always warmed Jenn’s heart to see them like this, quiet and at peace with the world, if only for a few hours.


On the other side of Finnlay sat the sixteen-year-old twins, Zea and Neil. Where Neil, like Helen, was a fairly quiet boy, Zea could be as demanding and impatient as Finnlay. Their parents often despaired of her ever settling down. Sitting behind Neil and watching everything with an eagle eye was Liam, at seventeen the oldest. Finnlay had wanted to leave him behind, but Jenn had insisted he come along. He, perhaps more than any other Salti child, chafed at the restraints placed on him by King and Guilde, by the circumstances which made their prison so much worse these days. He had a good mind, however, and with the right teaching, Jenn was sure he would grow up to be a natural leader.


Right in front of Finnlay sat Sayre, his freckled face and bright red curls reminding her perhaps a little too much of Micah – though his parentage was in no doubt at all. More often than not, his gaze would drift to Arlie’s daughter, Damaris, who sat on her own a little, idly drawing something in a book she’d brought with her. Beside Sayre sat Andrew and his best friend, Guy. Andrew listened to Finnlay’s story with a knowing smile on his face, which would have worried her if she hadn’t seen it a thousand times before. This was his pleased look, where he’d done something that others had liked, and was enjoying it so much more as a result. It was hard to believe that he was already fourteen. Guy contented himself with listening, laughing along with the others, saving his questions for later, when he could be as blunt as he cared without getting into trouble. Andrew had once told her that was one of the things he liked most about his friend – that he could rely on getting the truth, no matter how grim it was.


And in another ten days, she would have to give him up again, have to let him ride down from the mountain with Micah, head back to his home at Maitland Manor for the winter. She would have to do it knowing that his powers had still not manifested, that he would go without the protection he needed, even if he didn’t know it. Some days, that worry alone was enough to make her ill.


The noise rose as questions flowed from the children. One voice caught her attention. It was Liam.


‘But, why did the army flee? Why did Kenrick turn and run from Duke Robert? They still had the advantage of numbers. With Duke Robert so badly injured, they would’ve had a good chance at victory. Kenrick would have known that – and yet he still ran. Why?’


Yes, indeed Finnlay was well-practised telling this story now – and he refrained from looking at Jenn. ‘I don’t know for sure, but I’d guess that, as a boy of fourteen, he didn’t have the experience to fight a battle of that size. His father had been killed the day before and Nash, the man behind the entire thing to begin with, was also badly injured in the fight with Robert. I don’t think Kenrick believed he could …’


‘I heard,’ Neil said knowingly, ‘that Duke Robert did something to Kenrick some time before the battle. That he put a thought in the boy’s head so that Kenrick would always be afraid of him. Is that true?’


Now Finnlay did glance at Jenn and she nodded. This was a truth they could give away without cost.


‘Yes,’ Finnlay turned back to the children. ‘Though I have no idea how long something like that would hold.’


Jenn quickly looked at Andrew, wondering if he would react to this new knowledge; he was the only one here who knew the King. But Andrew’s response was negligible, the barest blink.


‘But,’ Sayre leaned forward, ‘if your brother is the most powerful sorcerer ever born, couldn’t he make a fear like that last forever?’


Finnlay’s gaze darkened then, and as though she sensed something was wrong, Helen shifted and snuggled closer to her father. In the silence, Finnlay paused, then said softly, ‘Yes. Robert could make that fear last forever.’


*


Finnlay willingly took the first watch, leaving Jenn and Arlie to rest after the day’s exertions. He said nothing to them, but the truth was telling the story of the Battle, answering the children’s innocent questions, had left him feeling unsettled and unable to think about sleep.


He’d had plenty of nightmares in the days following the Battle, nights during which he’d recalled his own close encounters with Nash, times when he’d almost died, when the feeling of helplessness had been so overwhelming, he’d almost welcomed death.


He’d been lucky – and so had Robert. It had taken Robert three weeks to get fit enough to travel after the Battle, and then, only on a litter. Finnlay had stayed with him the whole time, and for another month after that as he nursed him to the point where he no longer worried that his brother might die of either his wounds or some subsequent fever. Robert’s injuries had appeared incurable then, the scar on his back still breaking open, the cut in his side weeping blood whenever he moved too much. By the time Finnlay had agreed to leave and return to the Enclave, Robert had been walking short distances for a few days only and it was almost impossible to believe that he would ever heal completely.


He had word every now and then about Robert: Murdoch worked with him all summer, then spent winter at the Enclave, when Finnlay would talk to him for hours about Robert’s exploits, but quietly and secretively. Of Robert’s health, Murdoch said nothing. Finnlay knew Jenn didn’t want to know. Taunting her now was not high on his list of priorities.


There was something still left undone and his own restlessness was hounded by it. Despite what Murdoch told him, he really had no idea what Robert was planning.


The camp settled down in the usual manner, with fires banked, horses watered, beds made up and good-humoured bickering and some laughter until, long after the moon had risen, the clearing was silent of all but forest noises and the occasional shuffling of the animals.


Finnlay chose a comfortable spot just on the edge of the clearing, where a tree had recently fallen, giving him a trunk to sit on and a branch to lean back against. Settled, he closed his eyes and took out his ayarn, letting his power flow through the small stone, sending his awareness out into the darkness, testing the area for any dangers, Seeking for safety as his charges slept.


As usual, there was nothing and content, he opened his eyes – to find Andrew standing in front of him, wide awake, a blanket draped around his shoulders. ‘Wouldn’t you be warmer sitting by the fire?’


‘Wouldn’t you be warmer tucked up in bed?’


The boy looked over his shoulder at his sleeping friends then sat on the log beside Finnlay. He pulled his feet up and wrapped his arms around his knees. ‘I couldn’t sleep.’


‘I gathered that.’


‘Really, you could let Liam or Neil take a turn at night watch, couldn’t you? Wouldn’t that be good practice for them?’


‘And if they fell asleep and we were attacked?’


Andrew’s eyes crinkled up at the corners. The moon was very bright tonight, dusting the entire clearing in light enough to read by. ‘I’ll keep watch with you, then, and we can keep each other awake.’


Finnlay grinned. Andrew had an infectious smile, a way about him that made it impossible to dislike him. Despite the fact that many of the Salti children were envious of the freedom Andrew enjoyed living at Maitland, none of them openly hated him for it. Of course, Andrew was always happy to bring them gifts or books that they’d asked for and refrained from talking for hours about his exploits at court or other places. He lived in two worlds, this boy, and yet didn’t seem to be at home in either of them.


‘So,’ Finnlay murmured after a moment, ‘why couldn’t you sleep?’


‘Just thinking.’ Andrew rested his chin on his knees and gazed into the darkness. ‘About Nash and Duke Robert.’


‘What about them?’


‘What’s the Word of Destruction?’


Finnlay blinked. ‘Pardon?’


With a flash of blue eyes, Andrew grinned. ‘No, I don’t mean tell me the actual word—’


‘Since I don’t know it—’


‘I mean, what is it? I know it was created centuries ago and given to the Key, and the Key gave it to your brother – but what is it? How does it work? Did Duke Robert ever learn more about it?’


Finnlay sighed. ‘I can’t tell you what he’s discovered lately – if anything. As far as I know, he’s only ever used it once, the day you were born. Having seen the effects, I’m not sure I want to see him using it a second time.’


‘He was going to use the Word of Destruction to kill Nash, wasn’t he?’


Suddenly wary, Finnlay said, ‘Yes.’


Hesitant blue eyes darted to his and then away. ‘Why … why did Mother stop him?’


Finnlay blinked in surprise. Hadn’t Jenn explained enough to assuage his curiosity?


Obviously not.


Not waiting for an answer, or perhaps afraid of it, Andrew hurried on, his voice a sharp whisper, ‘So Nash is still alive, which means Duke Robert still has to kill him – and that’s what he’s planning now, isn’t it? Another war? Because he still has to kill Nash. Isn’t it?’


‘Have you been talking to Murdoch? What has he said?’


‘Was I not supposed to? I’m sorry if I wasn’t meant to know or something but … I just … well, I was curious and … Murdoch didn’t say anything about a war. I just thought that might be what—’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Finnlay held up his hand. ‘I take it you don’t mention any of this to your mother.’


‘No.’ Andrew’s voice came out short; there was tension beneath the surface. ‘Why did she stop them? Didn’t she believe in Duke Robert?’


By the gods, that was too much! How could she have told the boy so much and yet left him understanding nothing of her relationship with Robert? Quietly, Finnlay turned his full gaze on Andrew then, deliberately looking for the tiny signs of his father in the face that resembled Jenn’s so much. ‘Have you asked her?’


A shrug was the only answer he got.


‘Do you think perhaps that if she wanted you to know, she would have told you already?’


‘I don’t know. It just seems like …’


‘What?’


‘Like she betrayed him in some way.’ Andrew looked at Finnlay then, a little fearfully, as though he knew he’d said something he shouldn’t.


Finnlay couldn’t tell him the truth. It wasn’t his story to tell. It had to come from Jenn, if anyone – and she could be a tyrant when it came to what her son was told and what he wasn’t.


And she had held him to his promise never to tell Robert that Andrew was his son, a promise he had never stopped regretting.


He could, however, give the boy something to lean on. ‘You know about the Prophecy, don’t you? You know that the roles played by my brother, your mother and Nash were written down centuries ago?’


For a moment, Andrew didn’t answer. Instead, his gaze drifted, floating to nothing in particular, leaving Finnlay with a perfect image of Robert doing exactly the same thing when he Sensed someone approaching. He waited until Andrew turned to him again, blinking a little as though nothing had happened.


Finnlay had to ask. ‘What’s wrong?’


Andrew shook his head a little, apparently unaware of what he’d just done. ‘Nothing. You were saying about the Prophecy?’


Unsure how to interpret what he’d just seen, Finnlay decided it was best ignored for the moment. He couldn’t get carried away with the hope that Andrew was finally developing Senses. It might be nothing at all. ‘Well, it’s just that you should be able to see whatever happens between them is going to be complicated. More complicated than either you or I can understand from the outside. I do know what she told me: that the Key had insisted that Shan Moss was not the right time for Robert and Nash to fight. Perhaps leaving it for another day meant Robert would have more weapons at his disposal, or more information. Anything beyond that is a guess – but I do know she had good reasons. Do you honestly think she would act in any other manner?’


‘No!’ Andrew’s eyes were wide with horror at the mere suggestion. ‘I just wanted to understand and she won’t really talk to me about it.’


‘Well, perhaps she will one day, when you’re a little older.’


‘Maybe,’ Andrew drew in a breath, ‘maybe she’s waiting until I develop powers.’


‘Perhaps.’


‘And … and what if I don’t?’ Andrew bit his bottom lip. ‘My father didn’t have any. I don’t even have a House Mark, like you and my mother. Why should I have any powers?’


More questions Finnlay couldn’t answer with total honesty. ‘There’s no proof that having a House Mark is directly related to sorcery – that’s only a guess. But just because Eachern didn’t have powers doesn’t mean you can’t. Your mother’s blood is powerful enough.’ Finnlay then allowed himself a smile. ‘Just think how powerful you’d be if both your parents were sorcerers.’


That brought a shy smile to the boy’s face then, easing away the worry.


Finnlay gave Andrew’s shoulder a squeeze. ‘Just sit still a moment while I do another scan.’


‘Of course.’


Once more Finnlay closed his eyes, breathing deeply, sending his Senses out into the forest to Seek for any danger approaching. He found nothing in the immediate area, so he extended himself further, looking and Sensing and feeling and leaving those awkward questions, and even more awkward answers behind. On the last edge of his sweep, however, he paused.


Something. Something that shouldn’t be there. Ten, perhaps twenty men, on horseback. Drawing further into the forest. Heading in this direction!


His eyes snapped open and he surged to his feet. Andrew stood quickly, his face already pale with fear. ‘Go, wake your mother and Arlie. Now! We have to get moving!’
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‘We need to get closer. I can’t see anything from here.’ Finnlay frowned into the darkness, then glanced over his shoulder to where the others stood with the horses. He could see nothing in the way of faces, but the very stillness of the children, the restlessness of the animals, told him all he needed to know.


Jenn shifted beside him, pulling in closer to the shadows. The bright moonlight left the field before them open and bright, giving them cover within the forest.


‘But what are they doing here? I’ve never seen Guilde soldiers venture more than fifty yards into the forest.’


‘That’s a search pattern,’ Finnlay said, making out movement along the edge of the field: horses, men, somebody obviously in command, the familiar flash of Guilde yellow. On the opposite side, masked by younger, smaller trees, lay the Trade Road, the major route between Lusara and Mayenne which skirted the northern perimeter of Shan Moss. ‘They’re looking for someone.’


‘Or something?’


There were two answers to that question, and Finnlay liked neither of them. He pulled in a breath. ‘Well, we need to move. If we stand here all night they’re bound to find us. We can try a mask, but the moment the horses move, we’ll be given away and we don’t have the firepower between us to fight off an attack from twenty or more soldiers.’


‘Nor do we want to attract that kind of attention. If they search the children, they’ll find ayarns, and that’s a death sentence.’


‘Oh, I do love being an outlaw.’


Jenn sighed, still watching the field. ‘What do you suggest?’


‘You and Arlie take the children east, but don’t go too far into the forest. Sandy Gorge is too close and if they come after you, you’ll get trapped. If we’re clear of them by morning, we can skirt around the gorge and go far enough into the forest they won’t dare follow. After that, we head straight back to the Enclave.’


‘I agree.’ Jenn paused, then added, ‘They can’t be looking for us, can they?’


His stomach gave an uncomfortable clench at the idea, then he shook his head. ‘I don’t see how that’s possible.’


‘Very well. And what are you going to do?’


Finnlay turned back. ‘I’m going to get a little closer to the soldiers. We need to know what’s got them so fired up. I’ll take Andrew with me.’


‘No.’


Finnlay would have had to be deaf not to have heard the determination – and the fear – in her voice. ‘Jenn,’ he whispered, ‘you can’t protect him like this. He has to do these things, for his own good. You have to let him take the risks.’


‘No!’ Jenn grabbed his arm, a sliver of moonlight making her eyes glint. ‘He’s not ready.’


‘But this is how we make him ready.’


‘I won’t have him taking risks without even a shred of power to protect him!’


‘You honestly think I would allow anything to happen to my own nephew?’ Finnlay stepped closer, desperate to make sure nobody either saw or heard them. ‘Jenn, you have to get used to the idea that Andrew may never develop any powers at all. Robert had his when he was nine—’


‘And mine didn’t come until I was seventeen. We need to give him at least that long.’


‘And what if the decision isn’t ours, eh?’


She froze at that, then shook off his hand. ‘Take Liam, not Andrew. We’ll discuss the rest of it when we get home.’


Finnlay groaned, but there was no point pursuing it further. Shaking his head, he headed back to the horses.


Discuss it when they got home? Like they hadn’t discussed it for the last eight years? What the hell was she trying to do, trying to hide?


He didn’t know much about what she was thinking, what she was planning any more, but he knew one thing: there would be no discussion once they got home.


*


It only took an hour for Andrew to develop a headache, trying to keep his horse quiet, listening so hard for noises that might mean soldiers were coming after them, peering into the inky shadows for pitfalls and signs of the ridge they were following. It was futile, of course. He didn’t have Senses that would help him do something like that, and Arlie was a strong Seeker, even if his mother wasn’t. And of course, all the others were doing what they could and would undoubtedly talk about it later, at great length, even knowing how inadequate it made him feel.


That didn’t stop him trying, though. Didn’t stop him wanting to succeed, to finally be able to show his mother that all her efforts hadn’t been in vain, that something of what she and Finnlay had been trying to teach him had sunk in.


He didn’t know what was wrong with him. Wished he did.


But he could feel something, though it was certainly nothing like what Finnlay had described. This was something else, something he knew, something that drifted on the edge of his awareness every now and then, perhaps once every five or six months. It wasn’t a thing exactly, but more a …


What?


‘Why hasn’t Father come back yet?’


The fearful whisper to his left made him reach out until he could touch Helen’s hand. She rode beside him, almost invisible in the darkness. ‘I don’t know, but I’m sure he’s fine.’


‘You can’t know that,’ Neil hissed from behind, but Andrew ignored him.


Zea was riding in front, her voice disembodied in the night. ‘I don’t understand why we’re running. We’ve done nothing wrong.’


‘We’re Salti,’ Guy replied. ‘Isn’t that enough?’


‘But they can’t know that, not just by looking at us. They won’t be looking for us.’


‘No,’ Andrew shook his head, ‘but they won’t know that, will they?’


Zea turned to say something more, but her comments were silenced with a word from Arlie. Andrew returned to listening.


There was something out there, that something familiar he’d known for years – but he couldn’t pinpoint it and he was no nearer to working out what it was than he’d ever been.


*


‘Damn it, where have they all come from?’ And what were they looking for? Finnlay held his tongue against further curses that might be heard and carefully steered his horse between the trunks of two dead trees. Silent in his fear, Liam followed, staying close, his eyes wide, his left hand keeping hold of his ayarn as though it were a lifeline.


Well, perhaps it was – though against an organised group such as this, it would not get him far.


With a frown, Finnlay twisted in his saddle and cast his Senses back the way they’d come. It had taken them long, dangerous minutes to circle around the soldiers, to sneak up on them from behind, just so he could listen in. He could only hope that Jenn would keep moving, taking the children away from this area.


For the moment, they were safe in these shadows. With a nod to himself, he swung down from his saddle and, not for the first time, wished he had the power to do one of those dimensional shifts Robert was so skilled at. Making himself invisible at this point would be useful indeed.


He handed his reins to Liam. ‘Stay here. Count to five hundred. If I’m not back by then, leave my horse and go.’


Liam nodded, his fear held carefully at bay. ‘How are you going to get closer? Can you do a shift?’


Finnlay had to bite his lip to stop himself from snapping, ‘No, I’m not! And I wouldn’t even if I could. I’ve told you a hundred times the dangers of using the forbidden side of our powers. Now do as I say and keep quiet.’


The boy opened his mouth to protest, but Finnlay didn’t wait. He turned and strode into the forest.


Using every ounce of skill he had, he crept towards the soldiers, pausing when they paused, listening with his ears, extending his Senses to absorb everything he could. Only when he could hear actual voices did he halt his advance. The words themselves, however, almost made his heart stop.


Quickly he turned and made his way back. Liam smiled his relief and moments later they were on their way.


*


‘This isn’t supposed to be here!’ Jenn jumped down from her horse and took two short steps to the edge of Sandy Gorge. The moon had moved, but there was still enough light to show the sharp drop, the flat ground below. The gorge stretched out left and right, carving a slice out of the forest, leaving them without a place to hide. Could she get nothing right? Even when lives depended on her, she made simple mistakes like this, in a place she was supposed to know better than anyone else. ‘I must have turned in too soon.’


Arlie came up beside her, frowning down, then lifting his gaze to the other side, so close, and yet not close enough. ‘We must have, but it looked right to me, too. Finnlay said there’s no path down here.’


‘So we either go back to where we turned off and keep going, or try to skirt around it from here.’ Taking a deep breath, Jenn faced the others, gauging their reactions, how well they were holding up. So far, only Helen looked worried, but as her father hadn’t returned yet—


Vibrations at her feet made her turn swiftly. Signalling the others to mount up, she moved forward, her hand flexing, ready to release whatever power was necessary to protect—


Two horses emerged from the trees, breathing heavily, slowing abruptly. Jenn allowed some of the tension to leave her body. ‘Your timing is perfect, Finn. Did you find out anything?’


He nodded sharply, jumping down from his horse. He came close, keeping his voice low. ‘The whole area is crawling with Guilde and there’re more heading this way. There’s been an ambush on the Trade road, a grain shipment heading for Mayenne. They think … no, they’re convinced that … well, that Robert was behind it.’


Robert?


For a moment, nothing other than relief filled her. He was still safe, still alive.


Still fighting for what he believed in.


Thank the gods.


Swallowing quickly, she nodded, keeping everything from her voice. ‘So they haven’t caught him yet?’


Finnlay’s gaze flickered and a brief smile flashed across his face. ‘No.’


Uncaring, she matched his smile, then turned back to Arlie and the others. ‘We have to keep moving, then.’


‘Yes, only …’


‘What?’


‘How did you end up here?’


Jenn suppressed a groan and instead waved her hands in the general direction of the forest. ‘Well, don’t stand there gawping. Show us the way out.’


*


They moved in single file, Finnlay taking the lead, Arlie in the rear. After a moment’s hesitation, Jenn rode behind Finnlay, watching him as he paused now and then to Seek for soldiers. Watching him for other things as well.
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