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The Cardinal

By Stephanie Huesler
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“Legends come about when truth is considered too implausible.”

G.K. Chesterton
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Foreword:

This novel can be read in two ways: You can either read straight through consecutive chapters, or you can read each story separately: The Maldor-to-Clan tale, the Maldor-to-Hordaland tale, and the Present tale. As the Maldorian and Hordaland tales end, they will each eventually lead you to the beginning of the Present. Either way you choose to read it, enjoy!
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1 – Maldor: Arrivals

[image: ]




“Watch your side!” laughed Ealdun, as he thrust his sword toward his younger brother. Their sisters, Erlina and Eris, sat nearby watching with the other women.

“Watch your own, Brother,” Sidhendion laughed. He was agile and quick, though less practiced than the heir to the throne, against whom he fought. He thrust his sword, parried a blow and swung himself around beneath his sword as he matched each blow. As he swung around once more, he felt a swift pat with the flat of the sword against his thigh and went tumbling with the well-aimed but dull blow.

“You’ve just lost your leg; off to the healing house with you.” Ealdun leaned upon his sword hilt in triumph.

Sidhendion smiled up at him placidly, then quickly swept the sword from beneath the weight of his brother, toppling both to the ground. “Even a wounded man may fight,” he grinned.

The women nearby clapped with a cheer. “Oh, very good, Sidhendion!” called Erlina. She saw the mock grimace of pain on Ealdun’s face as he rose. “I’m sorry, Brother, but you let your victory lower your guard.”

“Since we are immortal, I doubt I’ll suffer long.” Ealdun slapped his brother on the back as he walked past. “Again!”

––––––––
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Erlina was watching the other skirmishes before her, when she heard Eris sigh. “What weighs on your mind, Sister?”

“What shall the winds bring, I wonder?” Eris replied. “Do you think there will be any among them my age?”

“Perhaps; shall I ask the dryads?”

“No,” she sighed again. “I prefer to be surprised.” Hearing a shout of victory from one of the sparring pairs, Eris burst out, “Oh, why must they fight? ‘Tis not our way!”

“‘Tis the way of the Man-Kind, however,” Erlina reminded her. “We’re not above attack, envy, or malice of those we journey among. We must be prepared.”

“Why can we not simply leave? Return to our home?”

“When the time is right, we shall. Until then, we must dwell in readiness.” Erlina rose, her gown of pale green and whispered silk rippling gently on the sea breeze. “And speaking of leaving... I shall see you at repast.”

“Where are you going?” called Eris. Her sister merely waved to her over her shoulder, and Eris smiled: She was going to ​Kianaer, the sacred pools. At least that was what her sister called them, though they were little more distinguishable to Eris than any other of the numerous lochans in the forested highland hills.

––––––––
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Erlina followed a slender path, barely visible, up through the forest and to the saddle nestled between two hills’ peaks. The familiar sounds of a crystalline waterfall and gurgling stream called to her from the small clearing. Wildflowers grew in the shelter of the forest there – cream, pink and flotsam yellow, pale violets and white mayweeds. The sweet scent of honeysuckle hung in the air. With eyes as grey as wet river stones, she surveyed the landscape and forest below. Glistening in the evening sun along the western shores of Loch Earabol, she saw her home, the citadel of Maldor, other-worldly to its time and place. Built in the shape of a raindrop, the citadel’s interior was laced with an X of stone walls; in the foremost and largest section sat the palace, a jewel of finest workmanship ascending in elegant poise against the skyline of forest and hills. Surrounding the citadel, verdant fields of grain and orchards were speckled with the dwellings of the Maldorians, which were fashioned in the curving angles of a wishbone, as well as the more traditional roundhouses of the Picts, who had dwelt among them for centuries.

In lifetimes past, Maldor had been rumoured as a source of strange powers and the dwelling place of faeries, and hunter-gatherers had once feared even their forest shadows; but as time passed, people grew braver and wiser, settling at the roots of the Maldorian forest and finding peace with its mysterious inhabitants. The kingdom was ruled by King Elgin and his wife, Queen Amanis. Their children were strong and graceful, but the most beautiful of all was Erlina, their eldest daughter. Into her had flowed the warmth of valour, the cooling shade of the deepest glens, and the sweetest songs of a thousand nightingales. Her heart was purest, her voice most enchanting, and her mind highest of them all.

––––––––
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Near the two pools stood a jumble of boulders transported during the last glacial age; draping from the uppermost stone grew a curtain of honeysuckle, its vines vibrant green and its blossoms sweet. To this curtain, Erlina went, brushing the vines aside to reveal the entrance to an underground passage hidden in the crevice between the largest rocks. From a niche in this passage, she retrieved a cloth bundle and a finely engraved wooden box inlaid with pearl and silver. She sat upon a rectangular stone between the two pools and untied the bundle, which held her codex – a stack of ​folium bound together between wooden covers. From the wooden box, she took a seabird’s feather, a sharp dagger, and a small glass vial of ink. She prepared the quill by slicing a fresh tip and stripping back the barbs along the trailing edge, then opened her codex upon the stone next to her and dipped the quill into the ink to write:

––––––––
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The ​Ides of ​Quintilis, Anno Domini 745

Yesterday morning, the white shields from the north came sailing to our shores for peaceful trade, bringing goods from far and wide, as is their wont each month during the warmer seasons. Eris knew almost before the silver trumpets of our watchmen had sounded along the loch, so eager has she been for their arrival. Of late, she’s been purchasing their cloths, the finest their trading routes have to offer. It never ceases to amaze me: Silk begins in the far reaches of China in the bodies of silk worms, is spun by skilled hands, travels through the deserts of the east, boards a ship in Constantinople and eventually makes its way here, so that my young sister may hack pieces of fine silver from a finely crafted bracelet about her wrist, purchase the cloth, and store it in a chest for her future happiness!

––––––––
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Maldorian craftsmanship is highly valued, and though we reserve our finest work for our own use, we are not above trading the lesser pieces for those things which we would purchase rather than make. But more than anything else, we trade in knowledge, and I bought something far more valuable than my purchase of a glass vial filled with ink from the shores of the eastern ocean, and a ​palimpsest codex (in which I now write, and which I’ll keep hidden in this, my most secret of places): I bought information. The merchant I spoke with had himself travelled far, and he told me of his experience with papyrus-making; I asked him if he could tell me how to make my own. He could; he eyed my bracelets, so I slipped one from my wrist and played with it as I smiled... And he told me the entire process. I gave him my thanks and a full quarter-bracelet of finest hack silver for his efforts; at my generosity, he added a stone of Arabic gum to my cloth bundle of goods, to make my own inks more stable.

––––––––
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Now I’ll be able to make my own folium, to be bound into codices. Our forests shall supply the pulp of heather, gorse and mosses and the finest dust of drift woods and fallen branches, with water of loch and wind of sea. I must make more ink, and I intend to herein record my method as it improves; being of a people fond of collecting knowledge, we have a great need of such means of writing; nay, fondness implies an air of mere jollity... We are avid collectors, for more than any gold or silver or perishable object of wealth, we know that knowledge and wisdom are as immortal as we are, and it can never be taken away. I dare say we gather it as eagerly as other kingdoms seek to amass gold and jewels.

––––––––
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Here, Erlina paused in her writing as nightingales called to her from the forest, and she thought of Darachi: Though most of the forest’s trees had fallen asleep, a few had remained allies with the Maldorians, messengers of peace and bringers of woe tidings, guarding their borders and bringing news of trade, seasons and life. Three days past, Erlina had been sitting on this very stone between the pools when a sound on the breeze reached her ears: The whispering swirl of leaves, moss, twigs and branches. Through the forest and toward the small clearing surrounding the pools, a writhing flurry had approached her:

“Good morning, Darachi,” she’d greeted the dryad, who took the shape of a woman before her, as the forest debris formed her into a solid figure, yet one that constantly undulated like the leaves of a tree in the wind.

“My lady,” the dryad bowed, her voice, the earthy tone of rustling leaves and the rush of wind whistling through branches.

“What news brings you to me in the dew of the morning?” Erlina’s grey eyes sparkled in amusement, for such cool hours were the dryads’ favourite, and not usually a time for errands or messages.

“A tremor, my lady... deep within the earth and far to the rising sun.”

“I see,” Erlina looked at the face of leaves and moss; even in such an abstract composition Darachi was beautiful, with expressions clear to those who knew her long and well. “And shall you search it out?”

“If you wish, my lady. As we felt it even here, we shall be affected as deeply as the earth’s rumblings, though I’ll not say how yet,” a brief, knowing smile flashed across her expression.

Erlina smiled, knowing Darachi well enough to realise that whenever she chose to reveal a secret, it would be well worth the wait; the dryad’s ability to perceive future events was both Erlina’s bane and pleasure, though when Darachi smiled like that, she knew it would be an agreeable future.

Darachi laughed, a blend of song birds, spring leaves in a light breeze, and the creaking of bark as a tree stretches. “I shall go myself and find that which has been upheaved.” At that, her figure flew down the hillside through the forest below, her joyful mirth echoing in her wake.

[image: image]

Erlina dipped her quill once again:

––––––––
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Yesterday evening, Darachi, the matron dryad of our forest, returned from her scrutiny of the deep tremblings to bring us the news: Waves had risen and sunken many islands into the deep. And from a distant eastern shore that is now no more, there sailed two large kinsmen ships seeking new abode, their elven agility enabling them to flee faster than the waters which engulfed their homes. Darachi requested our bidding, and word was sent gladly on that same wind to those distant travellers of refuge and welcome here in Maldor. They are another pod of our kind; how long they have journeyed on Earth, I do not know, though we’ve never met another pod here in the span of my lifetime. ‘Tis with great anticipation that we await their arrival; Eris is most pleased, for she’s just reached her three hundredth spring, and there are none her own age here in Maldor. My desire is that, for her sake, there will be other youth among their number to give her society... To give her hope of love requited. I myself have reached my thousandth spring and have nearly despaired of finding such a mate for myself, though many have offered. Anything less than the lover of my soul would never befit an immortal life.

––––––––
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As soon as the word came, Father gave instructions for the building of additional homes for the kinsmen. Mother is more nervous than her usual composure allows, but I understand why: She’s the gatekeeper of our people. At least one gatekeeper will also be among those of the other pod, more if they be many, and our Mithrian, a diamond dust unobtainable in this mortal world, is by now too little to see our entire company (grown as it has) to safety if danger should come (danger is always at our door in this hostile age of man, but by it, I rather mean a danger that would threaten to overwhelm us). As gatekeeper, Mother could make the journey to obtain more Mithrian, but she is unwilling to leave her family behind to do so; her hope is that our combined supply will be ample for the needs of all. Our portal key requires it to enable us to return home when the need one day arises, but I pray that it’s not for many ages yet; this world still has great need of our help and our knowledge.

––––––––
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And to that end, I’ve passed on my knowledge of papyrus-making for folium, and they’ve begun producing it in earnest, as it is by far preferable (though, for the moment, inferior in quality) to the vellum and its necessity of taking the life of an animal to acquire it. They’ll begin producing ink as soon as I know my formula is successful.

––––––––
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Addendum, Ink

Take the fallen branches of a yew tree and dry them near a warm fire for eight days and nights. Boil the scraped bark with water and wine, and as it begins to thicken, add a portion of the Arabic gum. This seems to work rather well.
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One day, a clear silver trumpet rang far up the loch, calling toward the citadel: The kinsmen ships had been sighted, approaching in silent grace with the speed of dolphins slicing through waves. By the time they had docked, a noble escort was waiting to welcome them ashore and lead them to the citadel to meet the royal family.

“Welcome, kinsmen,” King Elgin rose from his throne in deference, as the long-awaited group entered the throne room, twenty-five in all. With him was Queen Amanis, along with their two sons, Ealdun and Sidhendion, and their youngest daughter, Eris, as well as the elders of Maldor and a slowly gathering crowd of onlookers. Erlina was nowhere to be found; as she often ran with the dryads through the forest, it was not unexpected.

“Thank you, gracious king,” replied the ruler, Talis, as he bowed. “We are grateful for your hospitality. We come with peace to strengthen your number and prosper alongside you.”

“We are grateful to serve, and be served,” Elgin replied.

The queen asked, “Tell us, friends, how did the Earth’s violence come upon you? And how have you faired on your journey here?”

Talis stepped forward as he swept his arm about the gathering assembly: “We’re all familiar with the tremblings of Earth, but the upheaval which buried our fair city came upon us so swiftly that we had only time to flee.” There was a gasp of sadness, murmurs rippling through the gathering. Talis comforted them by adding quickly, “All are present of our Kind who once called Talisant their home, but we’ve lost our art, our knowledge recorded, and most of our possessions. And we’ve lost our gate.” The latter was said with expectancy.

“Our closest gate is far to the north, in the sea; it is only accessed with ships,” Queen Amanis answered. “But we have time to discuss this later.”

“Kinsmen,” said King Elgin, “we share your relief that you are complete in number, that none were separated from you in the calamity, as we likewise share your grief in your losses. All that we have is yours; you’ll want for nothing.”

Mindful that, despite the loss of every earthly possession, their greatest distress would be the loss of their accumulated knowledge, Queen Amanis said, “I know that your greatest desire must now be to record such treasures of knowledge as you have gained before they are lost to the mists of time for the Man-Kind. We shall provide you with all the folium, quills and ink you require.”

He bowed with a sigh of deep gratitude to Queen Amanis for such a generous offer, then turned to the king: “We stand before you bereft of all but life, but as you know, that life is a treasure beyond all cities made of the finest ​silmathril.”

“Maldorians,” the king called to those gathered, “I know that you have done your finest work worthy of our eastern kinsmen in finishing their new homes for them, and you have my gratitude. I invite you all to be my guests this evening for a feast in honour of our kinsmen.”
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2 – Present: Reunions
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“Ah! Toshiro,” a short round Egyptian called out, as he dragged an old, battered case toward his waiting friend; the front right wheel was making the rounds on a baggage claim belt somewhere in the Frankfurt airport. “It’s so good to see you again, my friend!” He shifted a bag’s straps on his shoulders to balance the weight better before taking another step.

“Naeem! Welcome to Scotland,” the wiry Asian called back. “It’s been too long since I last had the pleasure of your company.” He took the troublesome one-wheeled case (nearly as big as the Egyptian himself) in hand.

“Was that... Cairo? Where it all began for us so many years ago?” Naeem put on his coat in preparation for going outside into the Atlantic breeze.

“No – Rome, three years ago,” Toshiro reminded him. As they made their way around comers and goers in the Inverness airport, he announced proudly, “And I’ve at last officially learnt to drive!”

“Congratulations,” Naeem said, frowning. “Wasn’t that fiasco in Rome enough to put you off?”

“No! I acquired a taste for it there!” He grinned, remembering the midnight chase through the narrow streets of Rome. “And it was no fiasco! I walked away, didn’t I?”

“But... do you already manoeuvre such roads as I saw from the plane window? They seem very narrow.”

“You either do or don’t,” Toshiro shrugged. “But our destination is too far for me to drive today in the daylight hours we’ve got left, so... we’re going with that,” he pointed through the window to a helicopter.

Naeem nearly turned around on the spot. “That? Man was not made to fly in a... in a locust!”

“It’s either half an hour in that,” Toshiro smiled as he tugged his friend toward the door, “or you get to practice narrow, winding roads with me in a small car for more hours than I care to drive.”

“That,” he surrendered.

“Trust the Cardinal’s choice and enjoy the ride!” Toshiro laughed, slapping Naeem on the back and opening the door leading out to the helipad.

––––––––
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A pilot stood at the helicopter making final preparations. When he saw the two approaching, he asked, “Passengers to Castle Dalmoor?”

“Yes... and luggage,” Toshiro grinned, pointing over his shoulder at the bags deposited unceremoniously some distance from the helicopter. Naeem climbed in first to be farthest from the door, should it open in flight.

Once everything and everyone was stowed away and buckled up, the pilot brought the six-passenger egg-beater to life. As it hummed with vibrations, Naeem couldn’t decide whether to have a panic attack or simply nod off in a fatalistic stupor to the rhythmic throbbing of spinning blades and whirring engines.

Toshiro tapped Naeem’s shoulder and handed him a headset with a microphone boom arm. “Put this on,” he shouted, “it’ll help protect your ears, and we can talk through them.” He slipped his own headset on and swung the microphone into place near his mouth.

Naeem followed his example and shouted, “Can you hear me?”

Toshiro grabbed his ears automatically. “Yes,” he replied in a normal tone, “no need to shout now.”

“Of course,” Naeem apologized.

The wheels lifted off, and soon the Moray Firth began to glide deep blue beneath them. Naeem lost his fear to fascination. The tide was on its way out; below them, at Chanonry Point, they watched dolphins breaching and playing as they hunted for salmon.

Toshiro patted his friend’s shoulder. “Beautiful from up here, isn’t it?”

They heard the pilot’s voice over their headsets: “Good morning! Welcome to Cardinal Air. Obviously, I’m your pilot today. The stewardess won’t be coming around with your drinks or complimentary snacks as I forgot to board all of the above. I’ll be flying low enough to count sheep and, with any luck, high enough to miss the hills, though I can’t make any promises about the mountains. So, sit back and enjoy the ride, and by the way, I won’t be able to hear your screams as I’m turning off my headset to turn on my MP3 right after this announcement. I’ll see you when we land; if I see you before that, it’s not a good sign.”

Toshiro laughed, “I like him! He’s nuts!”

“May he fly as straight as an eagle,” Naeem gripped the armrest as he looked up, begging anyone to listen to his plea.

––––––––
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Emerald landscape glided beneath them, dotted with sheep, speckled with houses and striped with patches of cultivated forest and harvested peat; clouds and mist clung to rock and loch. The boulder-strewn glens were accentuated by splashes of rich green bracken and auburn waves of heather before blossom.

Naeem looked at Toshiro. “This is a fitting place for the Cardinal... isolated... burdened with history.”

“Just the kind of place she loves,” he agreed; “a place for archaeologists. Me, I hope for a little excitement.”

“But why has she summoned us? I know that Brehani was involved in a project in northern Africa; as for myself, my work in Cairo is now on hold. Of course, I would do anything for her, but it’s highly unusual for her to assemble us so far from our regions of expertise.”

“You mean your region of comfortable climate,” Toshiro grinned, but admitted, “I don’t know why. She’s been more restless than usual here; perhaps she dislikes the damp winds of the north as much as I know you will, but she must have her reasons, and they’re usually well worth it, aren’t they?”

Naeem nodded. “True.”

“You and Brehani are her closest colleagues in this field; I would therefore guess that her reasons will be profoundly interesting,” he mused.

Naeem nodded, accepting that assessment yet knowing that further speculation would do no good for the time being; he’d find out soon enough. “And have you settled in well? When exactly did you move in?”

“As an entourage, we arrived mid-November, though the Cardinal had come and gone a few times before that, as she was finalizing details of her relative’s will with the solicitor. By the time we’d arrived, the furniture had been uncovered and cleaned, though we’re still unpacking here and there, but otherwise have settled in well enough – I’m still acclimatizing.”

“What other news?”

“Elbal has never left the Cardinal’s side since that incident in Rome,” he replied.

“His age never seems to slow him down,” Naeem shook his head in wonder, rubbing his old knees.

“Age never seems to catch up with him,” Toshiro corrected, then went on: “A gaggle of students will be arriving over the next few days. Brehani arrived last week, and has been finishing off the fine-tuning on a new imaging program for correlating response readings, rendering automatic high-definition 3D models when fed with various responses... resistance, magnetic, Lidar, geophys—” he stopped with a laugh when he saw the glazed expression on Naeem’s face that reminded him of his friend’s categorical mistrust of modern technology – though he’d been willing to board airplanes to get there.

––––––––
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Sometime later, the sound of the engines shifted down, and the pilot’s voice sounded in their headsets: “We’ve successfully sheared sheep and mountains. We’ll be landing shortly, so please return to your seats from our executive business lounge, buckle up and hang on for dear life.”

Toshiro was trying not to laugh as Naeem’s panic briefly rose, his desert-tanned knuckles clutching white. They gradually descended toward the landing pad on the slope of the hills overlooking Loch Eriboll, the shore of which was laid bare by the low tide, exposing it for the ubiquitous oyster catchers and gulls scuttling along the beach, as they dodged waves and chased crabs and plucked grubs and hoppers from the seaweed that had been cast up by a reckless swell. The helicopter landed as smoothly as if they’d been in a car coming to a gentle stop.

“Look,” Toshiro pointed toward the hill on their right.

Naeem followed his gesture and saw a beautiful edifice rising out of the saddle between two peaks, its tower reaching toward the heavens; he’d been so intent on the loch that he’d not noticed it before. “​Hatha jameel!” he murmured. “It’s... breathtaking!”

As the pilot was unloading the heavy bags, he said to Naeem, “Nobody told you about the hike up, did they?”

“What do you mean?” asked Naeem.

“Well, this is as far as I can take you. It’s a steep climb from here on out. Didn’t have the heart to tell him, eh?” he shook his head at Toshiro in mock disgust. “Some butler you are.”

“I’m a butler only when I choose to be,” replied Toshiro with a superior bow.

“​Mafish mushkila,” muttered his Egyptian friend, and began to lug his bags toward the narrow path.

“Wait, wait!” laughed the pilot, taking the bags from him. “I was just winding you up! There’s a car coming for you.” He turned to Toshiro: “You were right, he is trusting!”

Naeem turned to Toshiro, who was laughing despite the injured look on his friend’s face. “Dear friend, may I officially introduce Jonathan Ainsley – our new team pilot, and I think also a jokester.”

Naeem frowned. “New to the team, or new as a pilot?”

“New to the team,” Jonathan assured him. “So new in fact, I was only here long enough to pick up Toshiro and fly off to meet you.”

He looked at him, surprised. “And the Cardinal? Surely you didn’t come here without meeting her. She’s the one who hired you, I assume.”

“I haven’t met her yet – at least not face-to-face; she interviewed me by phone while I was still in Norway.”

“Ah, Norwegian?... I was trying to place your accent.”

“Good luck with that. I’ve got a smattering of several influences, so it won’t do much good to try and put me in a box.”

––––––––
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Before long, they heard a distant whir approaching, and around a bend in the path appeared the sweetest sight Naeem had seen all day: A golf cart, driven by a young woman.

“Alexis,” Naeem bowed, touching his forehead and heart in respect. She smiled charmingly and accepted his outstretched hand. “It is always lovely to see you!” He then looked over her shoulder at the size of the cart and that of his bulging bags, muttering, “I hope that cart will be able to bear the burdens I have brought it.”

“’Should be no problem; I souped it up a bit,” Toshiro grinned, “though as you can see, it’s still only a golf cart.”

“You wouldn’t by any chance be brawn besides brain, would you?” Naeem asked him, tired of heaving his luggage from Cairo through Munich, Frankfurt, Dusseldorf and Inverness.

“No chance, my friend,” he laughed, “I’m a hotrodder, not Hercules!” But he helped him lift the bags onto the golf cart’s back passenger seat, then helped Alexis up to sit safely atop the pile, while Naeem climbed into the front passenger seat. “My wizened friend, when will you learn to pack lightly?” Toshiro teased.

“When books are written on feathers! I cannot help it if my areas of interest require the strength of younger men, when it is age and experience that aid one most in the pursuit of antiquities!”

“You could show less interest,” Toshiro grinned. “And speaking of books, the library is nearly unpacked.”

Naeem nodded absently, but he’d noticed the path they intended to ascend and mumbled something in Arabic.

“Don’t worry – this baby will do fine!” Toshiro added to Jonathan, “The Cardinal is expecting you as well, but as you see, there’s no room... will you make your own way to the house? It’s only about five minutes’ walk – without luggage.”

“House... very funny,” he smiled wryly, looking at the castle on the hillside. “Thanks, but I’ve got to head back to pick up the next ballast anyway, remember? I should be back tomorrow for a proper ride.”

“Tomorrow?” Toshiro was surprised.

“I have a few errands to run in Inverness; besides, the students are going to deposit their excess luggage at the train station before heading out in their minivan this evening, and I’m to pick that up tomorrow morning. I’ve got a nice little B&B waiting.”

“Well, this time, leave the poor sheep in peace,” called Toshiro, as he climbed in beside Naeem.

––––––––
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The first stretch of road was no problem for the golf cart, but then it began to climb more steeply. Alexis looked at Toshiro in the rear-view mirror, a question in her eyes; he nodded reassuringly, revved the engine and began the climb. Soon the cart struggled, then stalled. Starting the engine again and releasing the custom-built handbrake, he revved it up the hill.

Naeem called, “Stop, I beg you... I fear for our lives more here than in that locust!” He climbed out. “I will lighten your load considerably... all I ask is that you return for me soon, as I am no longer the young gazelle of old.”

“Will do,” Toshiro grinned, as Alexis climbed down from her perch and settled in the front passenger seat. They drove off, considerably easier this time.

––––––––
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Jonathan was in the helicopter going through his flight checklist; Naeem stood alone in the penetrating stillness of the Highlands. Breathing in the atmosphere sharpened the older man’s aged senses: The air tasted of sea water and kelp; wind gusted up from the loch, startling a grouse into flight; heather shrubs and bracken carpeted every inch of soil they could find, with crystalline pink and grey stones standing their ground in the wild, windswept landscape.

The more alert his senses became as he walked on, the more aware he became of the history, living and breathing, singing from every stone and every brook that made its way to the loch, even from the delicate purple primroses and white tufts of bog cotton waving in the breeze. The ground cried. He understood why the Cardinal chose to live in such a remote location: The archaeologist in her would feel right at home. Though he’d known the Cardinal for years, he still felt he knew little about her, though he did know that she’d never been one to settle before now – they’d always met at excavation sites instead, usually somewhere along the old Silk Routes. He suspected that the decision to settle this time had something to do with Alexis, her adopted daughter, now twenty-four. It wasn’t easy on a young woman to get dragged along to dusty old digs with not much choice of young men – at least not the kind she seemed to be interested in.

He’d been walking for some time, albeit leisurely, when he heard the whirring of the golf cart returning. Alexis was alone, and silently laughed in playful reproach when she saw just how little progress he’d made.

“I was in contemplation,” he explained, as he climbed in beside her.

––––––––
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In his work, Naeem had seen many a building of architectural beauty, but there was something more about Castle Dalmoor: As grey as an autumn sky with streaks of pink sunset, the stones of Dalmoor were at one with the rocky landscape, its walls and tower rising nobly heavenward. Its size was unpretentiousness, yet it seemed, by its understatement, to be bursting with secrets.  He’d seen larger castles in his time, but rarely one that evoked such a sense of quiet authority. Majestic and femininely regal, it expressed its new mistress fully. To the southwest of the castle, on a natural terrace along one of the slopes of Meall Meadhonach, stood a solitary, massive yew tree overlooking the Highlands, its crown and trunk bent nearly parallel to the ground by relentless winds; it was a silent, gnarled sentry amidst an otherwise-treeless landscape.

Entering through the portico, they came to an inner courtyard; in the centre rose a grassy mound crowned by a silver fountain, the water cascading down layers of crystal bowls into a pool lit from within. Beside the fountain stood a younger yew tree, straight and tall in the shelter of the stronghold. 

––––––––
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Alexis left Naeem in the entry hall; he could see an intricately-carved fireplace at the top of wide marble stairs, and as he waited for the Cardinal, he studied the carvings along the mantelpiece. A door at the end of the corridor opened, and he turned to see the Cardinal herself: As always, dressed in deep, rich red, she was the most startling beauty he’d ever known.

“Naeem, my old friend! Welcome at last to my place of passing.” Her voice, as smooth as silk and as creamy as butter, always carried him back to his happy youth.

He bowed in the deepest respect before taking her proffered hands in his. “My Lady. I am honoured by so warm a welcome! But come – do not tease me with your riddles; as you have said, I am old.”

“My dearest friend, you will never be old in my eyes. Very well,” she laughed pleasantly. “Passing... this place in which I shall pass the years, and which shall eventually pass from earthly memory. We who are archaeologists know that better than anyone.”

“I suppose you will not yet reveal the purpose of this gathering to a curious old man?” She only laughed, taking him by the arm to show him to his apartments. “I thought not,” he grinned indulgently.

––––––––
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After settling in, Naeem went in search of the library. Following the comforting aroma of old papers and leather bindings, incense to his skilled nose, he at last found a large room of floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, scattered about with ladders reaching the higher shelves, and several boxes of books left to unpack. Cloud-speckled light flooded in through the window bay and onto the nearby reading table, made of woven Manzanita and polished as smooth as glass. Two reading chairs were tucked into the sunken corners to the left and right of the entrance; in one of these armchairs sat a man, maps spread out before him.

Brehani was tall and slender, with a sharp nose, pale hazel eyes and skin the chocolate colour of Ethiopian earth. He wore a deep blue and turquoise robe with long sleeves and golden trim; it was what he referred to as his “casual wear.” The two men greeted one another as old friends do, then Naeem asked quietly, “Did you notice the entry hall’s fireplace? What do you make of it?” There was never any need for small talk between these two scholars, no matter how much time had passed between their reunions.

“I’ve never seen its equal,” Brehani nodded. “It must tell a history of some kind; such beautiful carvings, and the odd combinations of scenes led me to ask the Cardinal when I first arrived; she merely said that the fireplace came with the castle... she could not tell me the meaning.”

“Then we shall put our wizened heads together and surely discover something.” Naeem locked his wrists together behind his back and began pacing, taking stock of the fireplace in his mind’s eye: “Battle scenes in a forest; a sphere of some kind; slender robed figures playing a musical instrument I’ve never seen; and a scene of metal forgery, though the process looked curious to me.”

“And the beautiful ship,” added Brehani. “If the craftsmanship betrayed by the carver was truly the ship’s make, it surpasses any vessel I’ve yet encountered, and I would surmise it therefore to be of an ancient make. And it had the figurehead of a long-necked swan with another sphere, or perhaps it was a sun or moon, carved just below it in the ship’s stern.” Brehani swept his arm across the room gesturing to it as a whole: “I’ve used my spare time since arriving to search this library for clues.” The Cardinal had a reputation for collecting precious rarities. “There are maps here I’ve never seen the like of – ancient, but so finely crafted that age does not sit as heavily on them as it does on you and I.”

“Age sits heavily on me, perhaps,” smiled Naeem archly at his spindly friend. “But what have you found?”

“This,” Brehani laid out the scroll he’d been studying upon the table, unrolling it gently. “It’s a coastline I’ve never seen before, though it vaguely reminds me of the modern Scottish coastline, which is why it caught my attention.” He ran his finger along the eastern coast of a large island, or peninsula, difficult to differentiate when taken out of the context of what lie beyond the scroll’s edge. “It looks ancient; but no map skills appeared in this form until after the early 1600s. It’s not a military map, or a road map; there’s only forest and ocean, rock and tree marked upon it, except this,” he pointed to a smudge at the centre of the map – it looked like an ink blotch that had been diluted by a drop of water and dabbed dry – labelled Maldor. “Does it mean the forest, or the land? I’ve never come across that name before.”

“My friend,” the shorter man grinned, “this looks like an adventure.”
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That evening, there was a knock on Naeem’s door; it was Toshiro. “I’m here to show you the way to the dining hall,” he said. “And tonight, I join you, for old times’ sake.”

“Is it usual for butlers to eat at the table in this country?” he asked, as they walked down the hall.

“Is anything about the Cardinal usual?” Toshiro asked rhetorically. “I’m her butler, but only in name and wages – I’m more of a jack of all trades, doing whatever’s needed at the time, from computer work to carpentry to housecleaning. I’m staff but also have the honour of being her friend; and it is as the latter I join you this evening.”

––––––––
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The banquet hall soared, a vaulted chamber of light grey stone and dark reddish woods polished to splendour, the walls elegantly adorned with tapestries of medieval Britain. The flickering flame of a large fire at the far end of the hall was accentuated by the warm flames of large candelabras, and down the centre of the room was a long, oaken table, its chairs rubbed smooth with age.

Naeem, Brehani and Toshiro were each seated; to the Cardinal’s left sat Alexis, and to her right sat a bronze-skinned man, tall and straight, a powerful figure that would make even the boldest man think twice before crossing him. His eyes were clouded and icy blue; though his eyes could not see, it was plain to all who knew him that he was far from blind. When everyone was seated and talking quietly amongst themselves, the Cardinal picked up a silver bell and rang for dinner to be served.

Two servants entered through a jib door, setting the first of several courses before them, each more exquisite than the one before: Wild mushroom strudel with whipped truffle and goat cheese, accompanied by white wine chilled to perfection; leek and rice pilaf simmered in rich beef broth; medallions of wild boar with juniper berry sauce served with freshly baked rolls, still warm from the oven, and accompanied by a robust red wine; and carrots with cranberries and torn leaves of fresh mint, a dash of lemon and a splash of honey. The meal was crowned with a chocolate Grand Marnier torte drizzled with orange caramel sauce. Wines were served throughout the meal according to their desire, with a lemon liqueur served after dessert.

As they ate and talked, the Cardinal herself was content to listen; a comment caught her attention:

“I still say it was a fiasco,” Naeem answered Toshiro, having picked up their discussion of Rome that had begun in Inverness; “the building burnt to the ground!”

“You exaggerate,” Toshiro chided good-naturedly. “Yes, I’ll admit I crashed the car – but I’d had no experience in handling such a powerful vehicle before. And yes, I hit the factory’s wall; but you can hardly blame that fire on my driving... how was I to know they kept a petrol tank there?”

“My point, dear friend, is that you could have been killed! Never mind the building or the car!” Naeem huffed, exasperated.

“I wouldn’t have died,” Toshiro shook his head confidently. “And I was successful in, shall we say, re-acquisitioning the artefacts.”

“You mean stealing,” Brehani laughed into his wine glass.

“Reclaiming,” Toshiro corrected indignantly. “They were stolen from the Cardinal... I was merely getting them back.”

“What was it again?” Naeem asked.

“A porcelain figurine, an ancient book, and a set of medieval arm-guards,” Toshiro listed, tapping a finger per item to his wine glass. “We’d purchased them from an antiques dealer in Rome, and the thief didn’t even have the decency to let us view them before they were stolen!”

“They may have been priceless before, but they cost a factory and a stolen Porsche,” Brehani chuckled. He’d heard the story again a few days before.

“I’m sure the Porsche and factory combined were less valuable than the acquisitions. Besides, I didn’t steal the Porsche,” Toshiro grinned, “I borrowed it... permanently... from the Wolf’s agent who’d stolen from us, so it was tit for tat.”

At the mention of the Wolf, the room went quiet.

“Is that why we’re here?” Naeem suddenly looked at the Cardinal. “The Wolf?”

At that, the Cardinal rose from her seat, her silver goblet in hand. A reverent hush fell over the group and hope rose for explanation, which was not disappointed. But it was not as any would have anticipated. “First, a toast,” she raised her glass. “To my trusted company of companions and allies... welcome to my new home.” They stood and returned the gesture, drinking deeply. She motioned for them to be seated, then continued: “Allow me to tell you a story...”
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3 – Maldor: Feast
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Before the day was old, King Elgin had sent an invitation to the clan of Aidan for the feast; the clan had a settlement on the far side of the hill range to the west of Maldor, and they were close allies. As the last of the preparations were being made, the low rumble of hooves could be felt long before the chariots and horses of Aidan’s clan came into view. His horses were renowned in Maldor: He used them both for field work and for battle; they were small but sturdy, and his chariots were of the finest craftsmanship.

King Elgin met his guests as they pulled up their horses at the entrance to the citadel. “Aidan! Welcome!” he called.

A stocky and muscular man, made even more imposing by his layers of woollen clothes and cloak, clasped arms with the king. “Thank ye, friend! We’re but a few, so’s not tae impose on yous; but I trust ma’ sons be welcome.” Aidan’s three sons were built like their father, fierce in appearance, with profuse red beards and moustaches and piercing blue eyes.

“You could have brought many more, for you are always welcome,” King Elgin responded. “And I have new allies to introduce to you at the feast, kinsmen of ours who’ve come to live with us.”

“Allies are always worth the meetin’,” smiled Aidan.

“Then stable your horses in your usual place, and enjoy the hospitality of Maldor until the time of the feast.”

––––––––
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Aidan and his sons led their horses up a nearby slope to a stone stable west of the citadel. The thatched stables were dry and clean, and spread with fresh straw, smelling a bit like dark, woodsy honey from the beehive in a distant tree. As they were spreading hay for their horses into the feeding trough, the eldest son of Talis, Aradan, happened by; they were each surprised by the appearance of the other. The Man-Kind were unlike any Aradan had yet encountered: Wearing thick, rough woollen cloaks, they had swathes of the same cloth draped over a shoulder and wound into a knee-length skirt in earthy browns and creams, berry-reds and kelp-greens, those simplest of dyes for their sheep wool. They looked as coarse as their wool and smelled of peat smoke and sheep, curds and hide. Upon their feet, they wore leather boots tied up along the calf by a long leather cord, and their thick beards and hair made them look more wild than intelligent, but for their eyes: Keen and sharp, he saw that they were not to be underestimated or trifled with.  

As for their part in the encounter, only his face was new to them; they were used to the other-worldly dress of the elves, so detached from the world of men as to be impractical for daily toil in the sense that men worked, yet elegant and luxurious in a way that both awed Aidan and his kin as well as made them somehow indifferent to the odd ways of the Others. These impressions were made in a mere breath.

––––––––
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Aradan looked past them to the chariots, finely carved and expertly crafted, both in function and appearance. Introductions were made, then he said, “I’ve never seen such exquisite work on a chariot before.”

“Aye,” said Aidan proudly, “we’ve had chariots fer o’er a thousand winters! The Romans took what was ours fra’ southern kinsmen, but they ne’er bettered it. Swift an’ nimble they are, an’ bonnie! An’ the path from our door tae here’s been worn so smooth o’er time, it’s a swifter journey than tae elsewhere in the wilds.”

“Do they travel well on rough terrain?”

“Would ye care tae try?” Aidan smiled at his second son Niallan, a cunning rider.

Before Aradan could reply, Niallan had hoisted him by a clasp of his arm into one of the chariots, still hitched to a pair of horses. Niallan crouched at the front of the chariot, with Aradan standing behind him. 

“Hold fast!” was his only instruction before the chariot jolted, the horses dashing into a canter. They raced down the incline from the stable, north of the settlement. “Ha’e ye e’er reined horses?” called Niallan over the thundering of hooves and wheels.

“Yes, but not like—” his sentence was cut off by the reins being thrust into his hand.

Niallan snatched a spear from its brace at the side of the chariot, jumped onto the pole swinging loosely between the horses, and ran up the yoke onto their backs, bracing one foot squarely on each back. Aradan had never seen such dexterity in a Man-Kind, but before he could marvel long, Niallan had thrust the spear from his hand, pinning a rabbit with one blow. Aradan reined in the horses, and Niallan retrieved his spear and prize, a flush of exhilaration reddening his cheeks, a sparkle of triumph in his steely eyes.

“That’s how we dae it,” he said simply, rubbing the necks of his horses.

“Try this,” Aradan pulled a dagger from his calf sheath and held it out to Niallan. The dagger’s blade undulated like a snake in the water. “Aim at that tree,” he pointed to a moss-covered tree laying on a thick carpet of bog cotton, fallen a few seasons ago by the looks of it. It was a fair distance from where they stood.

Niallan examined the workmanship of the blade, engravings unlike any he’d ever seen, flowing like ocean waves. “Bonnie,” he said, as he pointed to three jewels embedded in the hilt.

“They are the three sacred jewels of Aquillis, signifying faithfulness, love and hope.”

“Not very fittin’ traits fer a weapon,” Niallan smiled wryly.

Aradan laughed. “It depends on which end you’re at. They’d serve better on a banner of peace than a dagger, I grant you... but – no more delay! Take aim,” he challenged.

Niallan took aim but missed completely. Shocked, he retrieved the blade; time and again he completely missed.

Aradan finally laughed, stopping him from trying again. “Friend, this kind of blade requires many winters of practice to master. It prevents our enemies from using it against us in battle. Watch that leaf,” he took aim and let fly, slicing the leaf in half as the blade sank into the stump. “That’s how we do it,” he smiled.
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​Calends of September, anno Domini 745

The kinsmen have arrived! I heard the clear silver trumpets welcoming their ships down the loch as I sat by the pools. My heart leapt within me as the watchmen sounded; Darachi’s secret words to me have called forth a curiosity in my inmost being... A hunger. She appeared to me while I sat here not long past; in her tranquil tone of autumn leaves and water droplets, she simply said two words: “Destiny comes.” She and I have spoken of destiny many times; but her pronouncement was so certain, so final... Can she mean one of those who arrived today? My heart fears to hope. We’re a race of flawless beings... Beauty is not lacking; but none have yet stirred my heart. I’ve yet to feel my soul come alive, that friendship of the heart and understanding of the mind.

If my destiny is not among their number, then I despair of a soulmate so long as we dwell here: Mother’s kinsmen returned home nearly a century ago in Earth’s reckoning; and we’ve never had reason to meet this group before now, any more than we’d have reason to go south to meet the king of Mercia. But Darachi might mean another kind of destiny... Oh, why does she delight in speaking in riddles? She does so to tease me, I know. Then let come what may! I’ll not seek my destiny; its very nature dictates that it come to me. For that very reason, I did not seek out the ship or join in the welcome.

Someone is approaching... I must hide this keeper of my thoughts.
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Erlina was standing in the lush coolness of the forest near Kianaer when Eris spied her.

“Erlina!” called Eris, as she ran up the path toward the pools. “They’ve come!” Eris was still young, her youthful zest for anything new pouring forth like the nearby waterfall.

“I know,” answered Erlina, “I saw their ships as they entered the loch.”

“Then why did you not come? Are you not the least bit curious?” Eris stood, a hand on one hip in amazement.

“I’ll see them this evening,” Erlina turned to her sister, twirling a fallen leaf gently between two fingers, watching the play of light and shadow dance across the surface. “I know Father... he’s invited them to a feast, hasn’t he?”

Eris nodded and laughed, crystal leaves on a summer breeze.

“And Mother will decorate the hall with your cascades of cloth, hung with her silver bells.”

Eris grinned, “Yes, she’s already begun! I give my cloths gladly for such a celebration; besides, it will be some time before I can grace my own home with them, so they may as well be displayed as not.” She sat down upon the stone between the Cascade Pool and its sister, the Pool of Tranquillity, running her fingers through the cascading water and scattering liquid diamonds. “They’re quite fair,” she tried to sound disinterested, as she turned the topic back to the newcomers. “We’re swarthy by comparison.”

At that Erlina laughed heartily, her laughter breaking through a passing cloud and pouring sunlight into the lush forest. “Swarthy! I’ve never heard such a word applied to our Kind before! None have ever dared before this moment! We, who have hair as black as a winter’s moonless night, and eyes as deep and dark as Loch Nis itself... swarthy!” She whisked her sister’s nose with the leaf.

Eris wrinkled her nose and stood. “Well as you said, we’re dark-featured! At least I am... your eyes,” she looked into her sister’s eyes carefully, “are rather the colour of a stormy sky at midday. But even still, they are none of them like us... their hair is as fair as the morning sun, their eyes as blue as a sunlit sky!”

“You are pleased with them, then?” Erlina soothed, taking her sister by the arm and walking toward the forest path. “And shall I seek a suitable husband for you from among their number?”

Eris smiled, “Tease me if you will, but perhaps we shall both find suitable mates.”

Erlina sighed. “I’ve yet to meet one whom I would wish to spend eternity with. I... begin to despair of it. I’m so often admired for my beauty that I would almost wish myself plain if it meant I could find someone’s heart touching my own...”

Eris stopped, looking earnestly at her sister before a smile stole across her lips. “Dearest, do not despair until you’ve seen our new kinsmen!” she squeezed her arm. “I dare say – as I dare say that we’re swarthy by comparison – that their fair kind may find even you, the most beautiful of all Elven-Kind, to be plain!” She laughed at the thought of it. “And speaking of our new kindred,” she added with a note of urgency, “Mother has sent me to find you! The ruler’s family is to live with us, as our home is theirs now, too. I must move my things to your chambers,” she began running down the path toward Maldor, challenging, “And if you do not make haste, I shall move in as I please!”

Erlina shook her head laughing as she watched her sister disappear down the path. She walked to the boulders nearby and stepped through the honeysuckle curtain into the underground passage.

––––––––
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Eris opened the door to Erlina’s chambers in premature triumph, only to find Erlina sitting calmly at the foot of her bed. “How—” She stopped, unwilling to give her elder sister the satisfaction of asking how she’d arrived first. Instead, she said, “Mother has asked us to look our finest this evening, and I intend to do so.”

“We never look anything but resplendent,” replied her sister blithely.

“Oh! But these kin are more...” she searched for the right word, “elegant. These newcomers are our equals! Equals, Erlina!” Eris was beside herself with the possibilities of it all, as she danced about the room, but then she was always more of a lively sprite than her sister.

“Equals, they are. This anyone can see,” Erlina laughed, “but remember who you are – the daughter of King Elgin, and as such you always look glorious, though modesty may wish you a shade subtler in your admiration of them.”  Erlina chose to wear a gown made of the most delicate of dreams, the finest veils of cloth floating on the gentlest of breezes. The pale green gown cascaded in wisps down her shapely form, falling to her bare feet. The sleeves hung gently, and her raven hair was decorated with drops of diamonds and ribbons of angel’s breath and ivy leaves. She stood before the mirror as her handmaid finished her hair.

Queen Amanis smiled as she entered her daughters’ chamber, a delicate scent of lilac preceding her. “You look magnificent. ‘Tis unfair, you know... your beauty shames flowers into sleeping the winter through.”

“Mother,” Erlina kissed her cheek, “beauty is only recognized by the beautiful.”

“Yes,” teased her mother, “which is precisely why you are unfair – every one of our Kind is beautiful; all are doomed to see you and despair,” she smiled.

“Eris is determined to find love,” Erlina nodded toward her sister. “Let us therefore hope that at least one present tonight does not suffer despair on my account, and shall find the younger daughter of the Queen of Dawn irresistible.”

––––––––
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The banquet hall swelled with the gentle hum of voices, as one and all were invited to the king’s feast:  The newcomers, Aidan and his sons, the Maldorians, and the Picts living in Maldor. Tables of white-washed oak, long and finely carved and laden with excellent foods, were stretched down the hall on either side, with the royal table centred across the far end. High overhead hung the swaths of Eris’s colourful cloths, the warmth of the fires and gathering guests causing them to flutter in the updraft, the delicate ringing of their bell-weights singing a faint song.

A silver horn released a single sweet, clear tone, and the hall fell silent: The king led his queen on his arm, both tall, majestic and graceful, crowned with the finest whispers of white gold and the trinity of sacred Aquillian jewels. King Elgin was as handsome as his wife Amanis was beautiful, and their equally striking sons followed. The onlookers drew audible breath as Erlina at last came into view: Graceful, elegant and perfection personified. Her long raven hair hung nearly to her knees, twisted into a lush plait, and her alert grey eyes danced with delight. No haughtiness in her stride, she was altogether captivating. Eris came last; like her raven-haired kinsmen, she was beautiful to behold; in the eyes of those present it was evident that, though young, she might soon rival even her sister in beauty.

As they were seated, the attendant announced the commencement of the feast. There was no further ceremony among kin and friends, as each moved about the hall freely in fellowship. Many came to bless the king and his family, and just as many found it difficult to justly distribute their attentions to each worthy member of the royal family when Erlina was present. Her pleasure in solitude suddenly became clear to Eris, who saw the newcomers encountering her sister for the first time; she, who was used to seeing Erlina only as her sister, saw her in a new light, and it dazzled even her own eyes. In contemplating the glory of her sister, she was unaware of the admiration directed at herself.

“Your Majesty,” said Talis, “We are honoured to share your home with you, and we look forward to close union together.” He looked at Erlina and added, “But I don’t believe your eldest daughter has been made acquainted with my family yet.”

“Yes... she was unable to be with us earlier,” he smiled archly at Erlina, and introduced her with all the grace of a father who loved his daughter dearly.

Talis bowed, then introduced his wife, Atisse. She was a quiet, slender woman of regal bearing, with long golden hair that hung in ringlets nearly to her waist. She wore a pearlescent gown, and a small circlet of gold upon her head. She bowed gracefully but said nothing.

Talis then gestured toward the tallest of their sons, a man of striking features, fair hair with a whisper of autumn leaves, and eyes the colour of a cloudless sky reflected on a still loch. “This is Aradan, my eldest and heir... heir to nothing now but my wisdom,” he laughed at the late realisation. “My second son, Megildur.” They each bowed gracefully to Erlina. The second son was also fair, with eyes the colour of the churning sea. The last to be introduced was a young woman called Lothiriel, fairer still than all, with hair so fair it was nearly silver, and eyes as green as a spring leaf in sunshine. “My eldest daughter, Jarnae, sits there,” he pointed to a young woman swollen with child. “Her husband is Beridhren, the captain of our guard.”

“He is a welcome addition to our own,” said Sidhendion, the king’s younger son. “Though we’ve lived at peace with the Man-Kind for many of their generations now, ‘tis a fickle thing.”

“There have been rumours growing out of the north,” replied Talis darkly. “On our voyage here, we saw large, swift ships with square sails and red shields – though they could not see us; they were heading down to the Dark Coast. I fear the Age of Peace is passing sooner than we’d prefer.”

––––––––
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As his father was speaking, Aradan observed King Elgin’s family, already familiar by name and some by reputation, for on the winds of dryads, he’d heard rumours of a beauty beyond compare. Winds had whispered to him of her undying splendour; that she was a friend to dryad and nightingale, stone and vine. Her voice was said to be beyond description in its grace and warmth, enchanting the hardest hearts. But he himself had yet to hear her utter a sound.

––––––––
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Erlina glanced at Eris, having teased her about such admiration for the newcomers, though she herself also felt it; the family who stood before them now were each most beautiful. She usually shunned the constant admiration of those ‘doomed to despair’ at the sight of her; but seeing those before her made her understand why others gazed: Beauty is captivating. She contemplated these things as she observed the family before them, until they bowed to take their leave and return to the feast. As Aradan bowed to her, he hesitated, a grin spreading across his face as he turned to leave.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


4 – Maldor: First Encounters
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The banquet hall had fallen silent, and twilight crept over the landscape. Erlina slipped into the darkened throne room, though the sun’s fading light was more than enough to find her way to her mother’s throne. She knew that her sister would be far too animated to either sleep or allow her the solitude she craved; the forest would be at rest, as the world of the day slumbered, and the world of the night took up the banner of life. She slid the throne’s platform askew and glided down a stone staircase hidden beneath it. She kept no other secrets from her family; but this one pathway she kept for herself, all the easier to swiftly reach her sanctuary when she desired it. Pulling a lever to slide the throne back into place, she slipped her cloak on, which hung from a root near the entrance, and whispered to her ring, calling forth the blue light within its heart. She moved swiftly and silently, guided by the light and by her sure steps in an earthen tunnel as familiar to her and as smooth as the passage to her own chambers.

Just before she stepped out into the open, she froze. A footstep. Someone was walking along the path toward the pools; it was a stride unfamiliar to her ears. That it was of her Kind, she did not doubt – it was far too quiet for that of the Man-Kind; she whispered the ring to rest and peered from behind the curtain of honeysuckle. To her surprise, the eldest son of Talis came into view near the Pool of Tranquillity; he looked around, as if waiting for someone.  Before long, the rustling of wind and debris of the still forest converged to form Darachi.

“Greetings, Lord Aradan,” the dryad spoke, her voice as a sigh of wind with the splash of raindrops on leaves and the rumble of rich earthen roots. “You received my message.”

“It is as you said,” he bowed. “Beyond description! I thank you for your aid in reaching Maldor.”

“It is right that you are here; your gratitude is received with honour. But mark my words well: Your destiny shall only be fulfilled through a strange land far off, though it be here before you now. Patience...” She took a fleeting glance over his shoulder, looking through the honeysuckle curtain and directly into Erlina’s eyes; then she looked back at Aradan before flitting away on a gust of windless darkness as swiftly as she’d come. He stood alone once more.

––––––––
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Erlina realised that she’d not given much thought to the newcomers’ situation... losing their homes, uprooting to a strange place to begin again with nothing. Her sadness for them mingled with shame at her own neglect. And now this... such an intimate oracle from Darachi that she’d unwittingly overheard. She hadn’t meant to overhear, but she knew well the reveries that must now be churning beneath Aradan’s still figure. He stood unmoving for so long that Erlina felt she should leave him to his own solitude. While she stood thinking of these things, he had knelt down beside the Pool of Tranquillity, as smooth as glass, with the light of stars shining clear on the surface. The moon glittered on the wet pebbles near the bank like jewels in the crown of night.

“Hello,” he said, looking at her in the reflection of the pool.

Startled, she realised she’d leaned partly through the leafy curtain. She stepped from her hiding place.

He glanced toward his trysting place with the dryad. “How long have you been standing there?” he asked uncertainly.

“What is?” she asked, stepping toward him.

They were the first words he’d heard spoken from her lips, and they enchanted him: Her voice was warm and deep yet with a crystal chime of purest heights.

“What is as she said... beyond description?” she clarified.

“Has no one ever told you that you should not spy?” He smiled, despite his reproach.

“Has no one ever told you that elves move silently?” She held his gaze defiantly, but her smile betrayed her amusement and yet embarrassment at the awkward situation. They both laughed softly.

“How did you come to be here? I did not see you... even though elves move silently,” he smiled.

“I have a secret way.”

Even her impish smile was delicate, perfect. And she was still barefoot, though every other he’d seen here wore shoes similar to his own, delicate whispers of the finest silver weave. He gestured to her feet. “May I ask—?”

She blushed, “I... I only slipped out briefly.”

“And at the feast?”

She looked at him, surprised. So that’s why he’d grinned. She couldn’t help laughing and when she did, a family of nightingales answered from somewhere deep in the forest. “I... I am so used to people only looking at my face that they have never noticed it – indeed, you are the first.”

“Or the first to say as much,” he laughed.

“No... notice. And I knew you had, though at the time your expression made little sense.”

“My expression?” he arched an eyebrow at her.

“You hesitated... then smiled.”

“But it could have been for any number of reasons,” said he. “I may have been nervous in the presence of such renowned beauty.”

“Do you tease me?” she asked, her grey eyes sparkling like dark gems in the night.

“Never... at least, never about such a thing, though I may take leave at other occasions. No; your beauty is indeed renowned... I’d heard of it before we arrived. And the tales were not exaggerated; far from it – they did not tell the half,” he whispered.

She smiled ruefully, shaking her head with a sigh. “I do not wish it.”

“Wish what?”

“To be—” she looked into his blue eyes, deep and inviting. “To be known for my appearance. I am far more.”

“I never doubted it. Beauty comes from within, after all, even for elves.”

“I would gladly be plain, if it meant I could find the true companion of my soul,” Erlina whispered, gazing into the Pool of Tranquillity. She’s said it more to herself than to Aradan but was not ashamed of it.

“If you were plain, however, you would no longer be you. I fear you must learn to accept the fact of your renowned beauty,” he teased. She looked up and him, and a smile slowly brightened her expression. “But do I surmise correctly then,” he continued, “that your bare feet are rather a test? To see if anyone notices you beyond your form?”

She looked at him curiously. “Perhaps. Or rather, ‘tis my way of deterring... keeping distance...” she shook her head, unable to explain what she felt.

“Defiance against incessant eyes?” he asked.

She nodded. He’d understood. She stepped quietly toward the stone between the pools, and he followed. “And you... have you found everything to your satisfaction here? I know it can never replace your home, but I do hope you’ll come to feel at home here in time.”

“We’re travellers anyway, are we not?” he replied.

“True; but I have many good memories attached to places here. I know it must have been sad to leave behind the places you had known to be full of comfort, joyful memories, and beautiful moments.”

“It was not easy,” he admitted, “but we had little choice; the ocean swallowed our island within a few short moments. I’ve barely had time to realise the permanence of that calamity. Talisant is no more. My greatest comfort is that none were separated from our pod in the chaos that ensued, and we were all able to make this journey together.” He studied her face a moment as she gazed into the pool before her. “How did your pod come to be here?” he asked.

“Our pod came here from Myrkvither, far to the east, nearly three thousand springs past. The climate there became too inhospitable, and so a group set sail with my mother and father and found this vast forest, unpeopled, while the remaining pod returned home. I was born here, as was my younger sister; ‘tis the only home I’ve ever known, though I know it’s only a place of sojourn.” She plucked a blade of grass growing at the base of the stone and twirled it absently between her fingers. “What was Talisant like?”

“Fair beyond description,” he replied. “A city built into the face of a mountain between volcano and sea. White marble, exquisite workmanship... from our ports, we traded for goods from every corner of the Earth.”

As he praised his former home, Erlina sat spellbound; his voice was warm, drenched in oaken honey, vibrating deep within of love, compassion, sorrow and hope. He wove a tapestry of undeniable beauty. Tears flowed unchecked down her cheeks as she listened to the tales of all they’d now lost. Silence pulled her out of her reveries, and she looked up to see him gazing into her grey eyes.

“Why do you weep?” he wiped a diamond tear from her silken cheek, his touch soothing and warm.

“Because you’ll never see your homeland again.” She instinctively touched his hand, still on her cheek. She stood up suddenly, trembling at what she’d felt at his touch: A gentle current of warmth washed over her like that delicious sensation of stepping into a warm embrace on a chilly morning, except that this didn’t originate within her; it danced along her skin.

He stood up beside her, looking into the tranquil pool as he touched her hand again. His touch electrified her skin. “Homeland,” he repeated as his touch lingered. “This Earth is not truly our home anyway, is it? As you said, we’re simply sojourners here for a time, you and I... an age or more. Home is in the heart, not the hearth.”

Keeping her eyes on his, she stepped back hesitantly, unwilling to leave yet compelled by the confusion coursing through her. “I— Goodnight,” she turned and ran down the path.

He watched her leave, regretting only his boldness, though not his touch. The lights of Maldor were beginning to go out and the moon’s pale light was fading behind thick clouds. Aradan made his way homeward.
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Every word of every language I know cannot express the confusion, the ecstasy of a soul stirred! In this very place, beside the pool of tranquillity where I now sit, I met him. One who sees me... A being of passion and reason; one who saw beyond my earthly frame, one who looked into my eyes and saw my heart.

These new kinsmen are as fair as the morning light in spring. The one who stirred my inmost being has eyes as blue as a loch bedded by soft crystal radiating in the noonday sun. I was so struck with his inner radiance that I spoke not a word when we first met. But late last eve, I came to this, my place of refuge, and found him here quite as if he’d been summoned. And perhaps he had been, as he spoke with Darachi, it would seem, by arrangement. Her words to him were veiled in riddle, as always; each must know what her oracle means to one’s own heart, however.

Once alone, Aradan and I exchanged words. The words carried with them pieces of our hearts in understanding one another, though I only feel the exhilaration of it as I convey it now with the written word! In truth, we said very little of great importance; we said very little of how we think, feel or perceive the world around us. But until meeting him, I’d never known that quickening sensation... That conviction that another being could be home to my heart. I felt him as my soulmate; if it is truly so, he’ll come to the same conclusion. Unlike the Man-Kind, who wed for survival, for procreating, or for power and position, our Kind join only for love and only with that one being who is our counterpart. The Creator himself guides our sojourns to a crossroad; we need only obey.
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In the past fortnight, Erlina had known more intense joy than ever before; Aradan’s presence when he entered a room made her more alert, more alive. She had become acutely aware of his posture, his voice, his laughter, his conversation, with whom he spoke and of what they spoke, even if it were half a room away. His every move attracted her; his every expression fascinated her. In each such encounter her heart soared, for she met his eyes as often as she looked his way.

One evening, Erlina slipped out through the throne room’s tunnel and found the Sacred Pools bathed in glittering starlight. She sat down and listened, her keen hearing unveiling the night: The howl of the grey beasts of the forest in the distance; the swoop of an owl’s wings as it dived for prey near the loch; the rising tides lapping along the shores of the loch, the waves heaving upon the rocky stretch before retreating with a sigh and a hiss; wind rippled through the leaves of the nearby trees. Her heart was at peace. More than at peace; she felt an exhilaration unlike anything she’d ever known before: Contentment with life, a sense of completeness. She plucked a blade of grass, watching the reflection of starlight dim and brighten as she twirled it before the pool’s sparkles, and she began to sing. Her voice began quiet and deep, growing stronger as her spirit soared on the wings of song. Greatest joys in hues of crystal dew, springs of life and love welling up within her. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she heard the song unfold, as much a listener as the source. To the highest heights, from the depths of her heart she wove a tapestry of ancient longings and desires fulfilled. When she was spent, she knelt by the Cascade Pool, catching water in her hand and drinking deeply from the pure stream.

Aradan had been awakened from his sleep by a deep calling, at first a song in his dreams, then a gradual awareness that he was hearing a song, and as he awoke, he realised that the song was not in his ears but in his heart. He dressed quickly and slipped out through the citadel walls, the guards used to his comings and goings at twilight and into the night. He climbed the hillock west of the citadel and followed his heart toward the source. As he came within sight of the pools, he stood transfixed by the overpowering beauty of the voice; the singer herself seemed unaware of its purity, beguiling in her innocence of perfection. Lost in song, she had not heard his approach. Even when the song had ended and faded into the echoes of the forest, he remained transfixed. There before him was his heart’s desire.

As Erlina turned toward the Pool of Tranquillity, as if in a dream, she saw Aradan. Unsure if it was truly him or if her heart had conjured his likeness, she walked slowly toward him. He watched her approach, unmoving until she stood before him; then he reached out and gently touched her face. She closed her eyes with a sigh, resting her head in his hand.

“It is you.”

“Erlina...” He could say no more. No more need be said.

She took his hand from her cheek and held it as if to bring it to her lips, but hesitated, instead caressing his fingers with her own, looking from his fingers back to his eyes. His smile told her all she needed to know in that moment.

––––––––
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Time drew its net about their kindred hearts. The earthen seasons passed in quick succession as their love was nourished. Those fleeting glances across a room or a word as they passed became longer gazes, lingering talks. Aradan’s father, Talis, was now a trusted counsellor of King Elgin, and the young Eris was in love with Megildur, Aradan’s younger brother. It seemed to everyone that it would only be a matter of time before the two families were eternally interwoven, and they rejoiced at the prospect.

Erlina, more radiant than ever, was in love, but kept their love a secret in her heart. It was a bloom so long in coming in her life that she nurtured it away from public scrutiny, though if truth be told, it was clear to anyone with eyes. Her mother rejoiced to see her daughter, usually so calm and sovereign, flutter whenever Aradan entered a room; she knew it was only a matter of time before Erlina shared her heart with her. She was comforted to see the same response in Aradan and knew that he’d make a fine husband and companion for her daughter. Her only aid in their budding love was to remain silent on the subject and let nature take its course.

––––––––
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As night fell again, Aradan made his way along the forested path to the Sacred Pools. Rain pattered gently on the canopy overhead, splashing the thirsty earth and grass blades below. He stood beside the Pool of Tranquillity and watched the rain ripple the surface, remembering its reflection that had revealed Erlina to him. From their first encounter, when he’d seen her bare feet beneath the splendour of her banquet gown, he knew he’d give his heart and life to her. When he’d been drawn to the pools by her voice and she’d come to him, he knew that she’d give her heart and life to him, too.

“I see we think alike,” a voice whispered close by.

He turned to see Erlina, her grey eyes dancing with joy, her face radiant. “I hope we think alike in a good many things,” he smiled, as he walked to meet her by the vine-covered crevice. Dressed in sea green, she was ravishing. They stood beneath the dripping trees speaking, though their true conversation needed no words: A look, a smile, a brush of hands not withdrawn. “My home is here... with you.” He gently caressed her hand.  As his fingers stroked up her wrist and toward her shoulder, a shiver of delight danced over her skin. 

“What is that sensation?” she breathed. “I feel it each time you touch me.”

“As your gift is voice, so mine is touch,” he smiled. “Do you mind?”

“No,” she whispered.

He took her hand and she trembled, though her eyes invited his advances. He lifted her hand to his lips and, as he kissed her fingers, fire surged toward her heart, the sweetest fragrance filling her senses, and she felt as if she were gliding into a radiant pool of sun-warmed water, all thought of the world around her fading. Eyes closed in abandon, she felt his gentle hand on the nape of her neck, his warm breath caressing her. “When I saw your bare feet at the banquet, I was lost,” he laughed gently, resting his forehead to hers. “I’ve loved you since first we met. I’ve seen no false pride in you, no deceit or artifice... only highest elegance in character and in form.” 

“I’ve loved you since first we met here,” Erlina whispered, her head resting against his shoulder. “But I didn’t recognize the sensation, and I fled. Then... a thousand little things you’ve said or done... I now know that you are my heart’s companion – that I’ve found the one I shall love and live with always.”

––––––––
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He stepped back, and his gaze wandered from her eyes to her lips, sending a wave of anticipation through her body. He leaned down and caressed her soft lips with his own. All doubt melted away like snow in summer, their hearts beating as one. Gradually and as gently as a far-off breeze, a song rose in his heart, a melody so sweet and intoxicating that he gasped.

“You hear it too!” tears shone in her eyes. “It’s the song of Amroré... of love!”

“Are you doing this?” he asked in wonder.

“No,” she smiled, “but it’s almost too wonderful to bear!”

“I’ve never heard anything so beautiful,” he gasped for breath, the refrains echoing in their heartbeats. “I’ve heard of such moments, when those destined as soul-companions find one another, but I’d never imagined it would be so exquisite!”

Their lives had only just begun in that moment of song, and they basked in each other’s presence, uniting hearts through words, words unspoken, and caresses until the sun’s light began to murmur in the east. Each evening thereafter, they met at their secret trysting place, keeping their growing love a secret treasure until the fullness of time would come.
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5 – Present: Sagas
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The Cardinal slowly paced the length of the dining hall, her closest friends and entourage listening in rapt silence: “I became especially interested in this region when it became known that I’d inherit this property. As I studied about it, I began piecing together a curious tale from obscure references in manuscripts of ancient Norse sagas, the Orkneyinga Sagas, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, the Poetic Edda and rare historical documents which I have in my possession. Long, long ago, a great ruler reigned over a kingdom called Maldor,” (at the name, Brehani and Naeem exchanged looks) “which lay in the north-western region of what is now called Scotland, having been founded before time was calculated in months and years. It prospered and grew in the secret reaches of the north, and over time, people and clans settled within its borders. 

“Now, the people of this kingdom were labelled in folklore throughout the ages by various names – pixies, fairies, or elves – but no matter what they were called, they were thought to be immortals; these tales may be the roots of Norse and Celtic mythologies or may have sprung from them... depending on which are considered older.” She made her way around the table slowly.

“It’s recorded in one saga that a raiding party of Norse longships landed on the shores of that kingdom some time before AD 790 and drove the local Pictish clans toward the stronghold of Maldor.” She paused, collecting her thoughts. “At this point, sources differ in opinion: Some sources record that the Maldorians took up the duty of protecting those who chose to stand together, while another source claims that they would not risk their immortal breath on mortal creatures, and so made ready to sail to their haven. All of my sources assert that there was one man whose decision was a particularly difficult one: His noble family pressed for flight, but his heart called him to stay; his dilemma seems to have been that he would forever lose either his family or his true love. Now this particular man was apparently betrothed to a daughter of the Maldorian king; one saga describes her thus,” she picked up her notes and read out: “‘As she grew in form and time, she gave her heart to the finest of Maldor, Aradan. He was her kindred spirit, handsome and strong, gentle and kind.’ The saga also praises her for remaining with her father to aid him in the defence of his kingdom.” The Cardinal then slowly walked back to her seat. Looking at her audience, she smiled. “I’ve invited you here, my honoured friends, to join me in the discovery of a lifetime: To discover and excavate Maldor.”

––––––––
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Brehani and Naeem stared at one another, the same thoughts behind their eyes: A kingdom of immortals? Sagas, myths, and unsubstantiated tales? These were not areas of interest for archaeologists or serious scholars, and certainly not worth investing time, energy, or resources into; and they’d been called away from their homelands to this cold, wet climate, in the middle of nowhere (the nearest city was Inverness, several hours’ drive away) for a mythical kingdom? They knew the Cardinal well enough to trust her judgement and to trust that she knew more than she’d just revealed; she was always exceptional in what she undertook.  But would it be worth it for them to be here? Naeem let out a quiet sigh... no dry, sandy soil to brush through; Scottish soil was usually heavy, muddy, and oily peat. He looked up in thankfulness that he was a scholar and therefore would not be expected to be on his knees in such conditions. She liked him too well to inflict that upon him, of that he was certain. Brehani thought of the excavation he’d left behind in his native Ethiopia: How long would he need to put it on hold? He’d need to make arrangements for someone to take over in the meantime.

Toshiro had been working closely with the Cardinal long enough to read a bit more between the lines, and that had him curious, though more than a little concerned about the practical implications: If they were to undertake such a task, it would require years in the Highlands... he might as well invest in warmer clothes. It’s not that the Cardinal hadn’t announced their residence being long-term when they’d arrived last winter; she’d even immediately set about replacing all the old windows with triple-glazed ones. He just hadn’t believed it until now. It meant that they would actually be settling (where the Cardinal was, the entourage was); no more moving around like nomads in tents, hotels, bungalows and apartments furnished by someone with tacky taste. Part of him was relieved, but then he heard a gust of wind across the fire’s chimney and shivered involuntarily. Why hadn’t she inherited a villa in the tropics instead? At the end of the day, he’d do anything for the Cardinal; for better or worse, he was her butler and very glad of it; he let out a sigh of resignation to the northern climate.

––––––––
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Brehani finally broke the stunned silence: “You told us that this saga places Maldor in the north-western region of Scotland... where we now enjoy your hospitality. I found a map in your vast collection; Maldor is recorded upon it, but the coastline has certainly altered since the map was created. Do you know the location more exactly?”

“The Orkneyinga mentions Loch Earabol, our Eriboll,” she gestured toward the loch, visible through the window. “I’ve already located the settlement that appears to have surrounded the fortress, so it must be within the area I’ve scouted. The settlement area seems to have been in use recently, most likely abandoned at the time of the Highland Clearances in the 18th or 19th centuries, so those layers are still on the surface as crumbling stone ruins; what we’re interested in lies much deeper, though each layer is to be treated with the same respect and archaeological diligence. I’m confident that we’ll find layers that take us back through time: Medieval; the Viking era and perhaps graves, Viking ships, or even the fabled ships of the Maldorians that were reputed to rival even Norse seafaring capabilities; perhaps a ship-building area; deeper still, we’ll find Iron Age, Bronze Age, Neolithic, and settlements – or evidence of activity – back into Prehistory. And somewhere amidst those layers... imagine finding a city of mythological immortals!” At the last comment, the Cardinal’s expression darkened.

“But?” Toshiro knew that expression. There was usually a but.

“But there’s one who shadows me... thwarts my endeavours. In the past, when they’ve succeeded in snatching treasures within my sites, it’s been costly and inconvenient to recover them,” she nodded at Toshiro, remembering his part in the recovery in Rome. “We must assume that one or more of the new faces to join us are spies of this nemesis, the one who calls himself the Wolf.”

Naeem groaned and Brehani looked at him, surprised. “You know about him?”

“Yes. He’s well known among archaeologists along the old Silk Routes,” Naeem answered. “He prowls archaeological sites, wreaking havoc... destroying equipment, leaving riddles or threats, driving staff away, and stealing the most valuable prizes whenever he can. He’s said to be an insatiable collector, but he’s a barbarian! He only collects to possess, or to sell to the highest bidder,” he gestured a spit of contempt.

“So, what makes you think he’ll show up here... in the middle of – pardon me – nowhere?” Brehani asked.

“Because the past few years it seems he’s begun to hunt exclusively,” Toshiro nodded toward the Cardinal.

Naeem asked, “Then why do you invite those who could be spies into your confidence? Into your very home?”

“In the field, we were more vulnerable,” the Cardinal explained, “but this is my home territory, so to speak; ‘tis less of a risk here, and their information flow can be more easily controlled. If I can gain the trust or loyalty of his agent, perhaps I can turn it to my favour, to trap a Wolf – or at least to finally identify him.”

Brehani stood and paced. “Then how can we not act accordingly? If we know it’s only a matter of time before your prizes be snatched... we cannot just sit by and—”

“Galal and Amir will be on guard,” Toshiro assured him, “one here and one on site. And most of the newcomers will be housed in caravans on-site anyway.”

“Any newcomers will be told only that we’re looking for typical ancient settlements, nothing more,” the Cardinal warned. “Keep our true purpose to yourselves. Remain vigilant and discerning.” 
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After Castle Dalmoor had fallen silent for the night, there was a quiet knock on Brehani’s door.

“Toshiro? What are you doing here?” he whispered.

“Couldn’t sleep either, I take it?” Toshiro held up a bottle of wine and two glasses, smiling.

Brehani grinned as he grabbed his robe and followed him down the corridor.

As they passed Naeem’s door, he poked his head out into the corridor. “I heard voices,” he saw the wine. “Only two glasses? My friends, where are your manners?”

“I thought you’d be asleep already,” Toshiro apologized.

“Never, when wine and good talks are to be had.” He closed his door quietly behind him, joining them on their trek.

An additional glass was found in the banquet hall, and they settled at the table, the fire stoked back to life by Naeem. Wine was poured, and they leaned back comfortably.

“Gentlemen,” said Naeem, lighting his ​midwakh and giving a puff into the air, watching the smoke rise and curl, “We must bend our minds to the Wolf.”

“First,” replied Toshiro sternly, “you must bend your mind to smoking nowhere in this castle. There are priceless antiques in every room... I doubt the Cardinal wants a patina of ​dokha on them.”

He apologized, tapping his midwakh against the fireplace and tossing the tobacco into the flames. He then held the empty pipe between his lips out of habit, absently puffing air occasionally.

Brehani asked them, “So... who is the Wolf? Do you know?”

Toshiro replied, “Nobody does. He’s never seen, but deals only through agents; and even they never see the Wolf; only his closest henchman has, and nobody even knows what he looks like.”

“How do you know all of this?” asked Brehani.

“Because... before I found out just how devious he was, I regret to say that I was an agent.”

That stunned them both, not least Naeem. “Why have you never mentioned this? We’ve known each other for years, yet I’ve never heard of this before!”

“It was many years ago, and it’s not something I’m proud of... I was a kid trapped in complicated circumstances. And it’s something better left in the past; the Wolf does not take kindly to defectors. The Cardinal gave me a new purpose, and I’ve been in her loyal service ever since,” he said simply.

Naeem said, “But surely there have been clues over the years that would lead to his identity.”

“He values anonymity above all else,” Toshiro shook his head. “He’s driven by obsession... somehow a hunted hunter, and that’s why he’s never been identified; When I spoke with him on the phone, I never even heard his actual voice... it was always through a distorter. It could literally be anyone.”

Naeem shook his head. “I never knew.”

––––––––
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“We may not know who the Wolf is,” Toshiro returned to the subject, “but we know he’s got particular tastes; and lately a taste for anything red.”

“By lately, you mean at least the past decade,” Naeem retorted. 

Brehani added, “And if, as you say, you were a mere youth when in his service, are we even certain that it’s one particular man, or is it an organisation?  If a man, he’d be extremely old by now.”

“True,” Toshiro sipped his wine absently.

“But why would this nemesis – whether it be one man or not – target the Cardinal?” Naeem asked. “She is the kindest, gentlest creature I’ve ever known... the most intelligent, the most widely-read scholar, an expert at everything I’ve ever seen her put her hand to... and the most beautiful human I’ve ever had the privilege to call friend!”

“Perhaps that’s why,” Toshiro mused. “Jealousy can be a powerful motivator. If someone is excellent at whatever they put their hand to, it can be threatening to those who would otherwise think themselves expert. So far, the Wolf’s never actually harmed anyone, but has threatened it – and that’s enough to keep Elbal and the guards on high alert for the Cardinal’s safety. The menace has also repeatedly frustrated our plans or stolen artefacts that I’ve had to retrieve – as in Rome.”

“It was some chase you gave,” Brehani grinned.

“I won,” Toshiro replied smugly. “We managed to get back what had been stolen, whole and undamaged.”

“We won’t mention the smouldering building or demolished car again,” Naeem kept his gaze on the fireplace, a smirk tugging at one corner of his mouth as he absently sucked on his cold pipe.

“So glad,” Toshiro said sarcastically. “I’d hate to think I’d have to clear my good name on that point again.”

“But we digress,” Brehani cleared his throat. “As to the Wolf, I think we cannot let it distract us from our work; Elbal and his sons are experienced guards, and we must trust that their measures will be enough. I know we’ll all be alert as well.” He then asked Toshiro, “Do you know anything about those still to join us?”

“Jonathan Ainsley is our helicopter pilot – I met him yesterday, and he seems alright; he’s a bit of a jokester. The others are students, one of which will be quartered here in the castle as he’s older and a light sleeper – unsuited to caravan camping. They’re all freshers – first-year students – coming from a university the Cardinal works closely with; all budding archaeologists, coming to pit their enthusiasm against the damp, windy north.”

“I wish them success with that,” Brehani smiled wryly. “This man would not have survived the first year of such training... I like my warm sunshine too much.”

“Well, I hope you brought some with you, or it will be a long excavation,” Toshiro quipped.

They talked long into the night, until Naeem at last rose with a yawn. “My friends, the bottle is empty and I’ve not seen a real bed since the crack of dawn yesterday, travelling through far too many airports for my liking. So, I will say goodnight.”
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The Cardinal drove a golf cart down to the helipad to meet the newcomer personally: A pilot who’d been recommended for his innate skill, almost a sixth sense, in handling unpredictable air currents; that was a big plus in such places as the northern coast of Scotland; besides that, his character references and CV were very good, and his personality seemed to be a good fit for her purposes, though they’d only talked thus far over the phone. She was early, but she loved the windswept solitude of the Highlands, the heather-splashed hills, the soaring peaks of stone, gushing waterfalls and lochs, dark with peat. She knew that with every step she took here, she was standing on land that had seen the rise and fall of kingdoms, the birth and death of countless thousands, the heartbeat of history. Perhaps it would soon divulge a portion of its hidden secrets to her team.

She parked near the helipad and, in the silence of the landscape, she heard the hum of chopper blades approaching from An Lean-Charn in the distance; she watched the chopper glide over the hill’s peak, across the loch and up toward the landing pad. The blades slowed and dipped to a stop, and she saw two men inside laughing about something as they climbed out.

“Welcome,” she said as she walked toward them, “I trust you had a pleasant journey.”

“Jon Ainsley, at your service.” The pilot shook her hand with an honest smile; she noted that his was a firm, confident handshake. “And a pleasant journey as always,” he answered, “though my passengers should speak for themselves.” He’d gone to Inverness to pick up the excess luggage of the archaeology students coming up for the summer and had ended up also taking two passengers who’d stayed with the luggage to guard it, and who preferred the short roller coaster ride of a helicopter to the long carsickness that would await them on the road in a minivan packed to the gills with excited students.

“It’s nice to finally meet you in person,” she smiled at him. “I’m sure we’ll talk more once you get settled in.”

A man stepped forward and shook her hand, introducing himself. “Hi! I’m Edric Bronwen.” He was a dishevelled blonde with blue eyes, with a beard and moustache that couldn’t decide what they wanted to be when they grew up. “And I’d rather walk next time... we came close enough to give grass a manicure!” he laughed. “He’s insane!”

“You’re the student Professor Young wrote me about, aren’t you?” the Cardinal asked Edric.

“Yes. I appreciate your arrangements for me – I’ve never been able to sleep well in caravans... I prefer a lone tent, but he said he wouldn’t recommend one for such a long stay up here. He’s been awfully kind about contacting you on my behalf.”

“Are you sure you won’t miss the camaraderie with the other students?”

“We’ll see enough of each other through the day, I’m sure,” he shrugged amiably. “Besides, I’m several years older than the others, so—”

Just then, a young woman tumbled out of the helicopter looking rather pale, despite the solid ground beneath her feet. “Hello,” she tried not to moan, “I’m Martha.” She apologized for being green, but it was obvious the girl just needed to lie down awhile.

“Come, Martha,” the Cardinal took her gently by the arm, “I’ll drive you down to your caravan. Edric,” she turned to him, “you may come with us and I’ll show you where to deposit the luggage.”

“I’ll put my bird to bed, then make my own way up, though I wouldn’t mind being picked up if you should happen to come across me on the road,” Jon said, as he helped Edric stack luggage onto the cart.

The Cardinal replied, “In case we take longer than you, feel free to get your bearings about the place and enjoy the Highlands... we’ll get started with a meeting tomorrow morning at nine o’clock. Meals will be a smorgasbord laid out for each to come and go as they please, as there are various schedules to take into consideration, though there will always be snacks and drinks in the dining hall.”

“Thank you,” Jon called, as they drove off.

––––––––
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At the caravans, which were prepared for the arriving students, Martha chose one from among them; no sooner had she gone in, than she crashed onto one of the beds. Edric deposited the luggage into one of the caravans and tacked a note to the door for the newcomers; he noticed that the path down to the caravans had been freshly laid with new gravel – a tonne at least; beneath the wheels of the caravans were thick boards, preventing them from sinking into the boggy ground.

It didn’t take the Cardinal and Edric long to come across Jon on their way back up, and they stopped to pick him up. As the castle came into full view ahead, the Cardinal asked, “What did you do before taking up archaeology, Mr. Bronwen?”

“I was in administration. My boss was a bit of a tyrant, so I decided I’d had enough desk-jockeying, and went into something completely different.”

“And what made you choose archaeology as a field of study?” she asked.

“I like the idea that, no matter how long something has been hidden, there’s still a chance of finding it – and finding out about people who lived hundreds or thousands of years ago,” he replied.

He’d said it in a pat tone that held no personal enthusiasm. “And you, Mr. Ainsley? How long have you been a helicopter pilot?” she asked him.

“Please... call me Jon. My entire career,” he answered. “That’s the one thing I’ve never had to think about... I love it.” As they neared the castle, he noticed a movement in the thicket. “Who is that?” Jon asked, pointing toward a man dressed in grey.

“One of my servants,” the Cardinal said casually. “They’re only keeping an eye on me, as I don’t usually go out alone... but this is my home, where I hope I’m safer than otherwise.”

“Otherwise?” asked Edric. “Have you been in danger before?”

“Let’s just say that there are those who take excessive interest in my methods and my projects; I’ve apparently made an enemy along the way.”

“And what have you done to cause enemies, if I may ask?” asked Jon.

“Perhaps it’s that I’ve been successful where they have not,” she replied simply.

“I’m sure that galls them!” laughed Edric. “They shouldn’t play the game if they’re not willing to lose now and then.”

––––––––

[image: ]


After the Cardinal had shown Jon to his room, he quietly closed the door, listening for the retreating footsteps and voices; Edric’s room was apparently just beyond his own. He tossed his backpack onto the wide bed and looked around the room with the eye of an experienced observer. It was nicely but simply furnished and en suite, which was more than he’d expected. Always a light traveller, he was quickly unpacked; he tucked his empty bag into the wardrobe, then headed out to get his bearings around the castle and grounds. His own room was on the second storey with a view out over the rocky slopes of Meall Meadhonach; he knew from his bird’s-eye view that it was one of several hills on the range running toward the northern coast of Scotland, which wasn’t that far away. He walked down to the courtyard and stood by the fountain, taking in his surroundings. How many rooms the castle had was anyone’s guess; from what he’d seen of the exterior, there were four levels above ground plus a wide tower. The courtyard stood apart as somehow otherworldly and too grand in the emptiness of the Highlands; he wondered how long it had been there and if there’d ever been a time when its grandeur had been justified. He walked out through the stone portico; just to the south of the castle was a long, single-story stone building with two double-door garages. He pushed a button on the wall between the doors, and they opened to reveal spaces for four golf carts, two of which must have been down at the excavation site.

––––––––
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Back inside, he noticed glass doors to the right of the entry fireplace; he went through and found himself in a domed glass conservatory which looked out onto the wild hills bursting with the colours of heather, bracken and gorse, spectacular in the light of passing sunbeams. The elegant ironwork of the glass dome frames cast swirling shadows across the floor, and cushioned chairs were scattered here and there in a jungle of plants.

Returning to the second storey, he walked along the central corridor which followed the perimeter of the courtyard below until he came to an open door. He looked in cautiously and saw that it was a library. The first thing to catch his eye was a woman standing at a table with her back to him.

“Hello,” he cleared his throat as he entered. “I’m Jon,” he smiled, stretching out his hand toward her.

There was no response. Not even a reaction.

He cleared his throat again, but still no response. He came forward just behind her, to repeat his greeting; but when his shadow climbed the book shelf where the woman was looking, she gasped and turned suddenly.

“Sorry to startle you... I just thought you hadn’t heard me.”

She looked at him in silence, studying his features.

“I’m Jon,” he held out his hand again, and this time she took it, but said nothing.

“And you are...?”

She released his hand and went quickly to the long table nearby, where papers and books were stacked from a box she’d been sorting. She took a paper and pen and started to write something.

“What’s the matter... cat got your tongue?” he teased, trying to encourage her to talk to him. “I could use a good chat,” he added.

Her smile faded into confusion.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you.” But he did, actually.

Just then, a heavy sigh came from the south reading corner, one that announced the resignation of a peaceful reading hour. Jon turned toward the sound in surprise. “Friend,” explained Naeem as he stepped forward, “Alexis can neither hear you, nor chat with you, as you call it. And a cat probably did get her tongue as she no longer has it; she is deaf and mute.”

“Oh, crap!” cried Jon. “I feel like such a heel!”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





