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LOTHIAN







For John


The greatest adventure of all



Chapter One

An unkindness of ravens. Leaning on his hoe, Quinn Freeman watched the flock of sleek black birds flap their way across the bright blue spring sky and smiled. Despite their sinister appearance and their hoarse, maudlin cries, he’d read that a flock of ravens was a good omen. He hoped it meant that the first summer crop at Selvidge Manor would be a bumper one.

At the other end of the neatly ploughed field, Quinn could see his da, Jed and Allyn fixing the wooden gate in the stone wall that separated the barley crop from the cows in the next field. It had been six moons since the Freemans – or most of them – had moved from their small farmhouse in Markham after Quinn had been given the Manor as his prize for creating the best map of the world, and there was still so much to do.

Which was why Quinn was out in the fields, instead of tucked up in his tower room drawing the 23rd copy of his prize-winning map. When he’d won King Orel’s race to map the world, Quinn had had no thought beyond creating the best map that he could. He hadn’t really thought ahead to the fact that he’d have to draw it over and over again for the rest of his life …

‘Careful,’ said Tomas. ‘The seedlings are not the enemy.’

Quinn glanced over at his friend, hard at work in the next row, his red shirt bright and cheerful against the dark soil. ‘What do you mean?’ Quinn asked.

Tomas laughed, his teeth flashing white against skin still tanned despite the long Verdanian winter. ‘You’re attacking that furrow as though it was a horde of Gelynions – I think the idea is to save the seedlings while you take out the weeds.’

Looking down, Quinn could see that Tomas was right. ‘Sorry,’ he said, ruefully. ‘I was leagues away.’

Tomas grinned, returning to his own hoeing. ‘I don’t mind,’ he said. ‘I’m just saving you from a talking-to by Jed.’

Quinn rolled his eyes, knowing that Tomas was right. It would not be his da who took him to task over sloppy work, it would be his oldest brother. At 22, Jed was seven years older than Quinn, and took every one of those years very seriously.

Bending once more to his task, Quinn pushed the hoe into the rich, damp soil, taking care to stay within the narrow furrow, before a loud shout distracted him once again.

‘Speaking of Jed,’ Tomas said, one hand on the hoe, one on his hip as he stared over to where Jed was calling his name and gesturing for him to head in that direction, ‘it looks as though I’m saved.’

‘What do you mean?’ Quinn asked, as Tomas hefted his hoe up on to his shoulder.

‘Your mam said she’d call me in to help with lunch,’ Tomas said. ‘We sail for Barbarin in a few days and she’s trying to teach me to cook as many Verdanian dishes as she can, to show Mama.’

‘Okay,’ said Quinn, fighting envy on two fronts as Tomas jogged off towards the gate and the manor house beyond. Quinn would much rather be in the kitchen than ploughing a field, but the bigger part of it, he knew, was the jittery, unsettled feeling inside him when he thought of Tomas, and his best friend Ash, sailing away to Barbarin without him.

Quinn had never imagined a time in his life when he would want to leave his home and his family for the unknown. But it seemed that Zain had been right – as always – when he’d said that things would change for Quinn.

Sighing, Quinn tried to push his feelings down, concentrating all his attention on his hoe. He had never been able to work out why the weeds always seemed to grow so much faster than the crops that his da and Jed planted with such care. Quinn had even tried to suggest to his da that the key to a bumper crop this summer might be a simple matter of neglect. Unfortunately, his da had merely given Quinn a baleful look that said he’d seen right through his son’s attempt to avoid the chore, and handed him a hoe.

Now, Quinn winced as he pushed the hoe through the soil, moving it back and forth to cut the roots before lifting the soil to dislodge the weeds. He could feel the blisters popping up on his hands and knew they’d be bleeding and sore by the end of the day – and that Jed and his da would just slap him on the back and tell him he’d have callouses by the end of the week.

Quinn was wondering how many layers of blisters he’d need to create the thick callouses that made his da’s hands impervious to heat, cold and splinters, when he was startled by a sudden clatter behind him. Whirling around, Quinn had to duck as a flock of starlings, shrieking their displeasure, shot out of the tall hedgerow that divided the barley field from the lane that ran alongside.

A murmuration of starlings, Quinn thought, frowning as he stared at the hedgerow, a perfect picture of the page in the book he’d recently borrowed from Cleric Redlands appearing in his mind, even as the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. Two flocks of birds taking to the air in fright within moments of each other generally meant that there was a predator nearby.

Gripping his hoe, Quinn moved quietly toward the wall of beeches, already covered in green leaves even this early in spring, wondering what had set the birds to flight. Could it be the fox that his mam had been railing against when she’d discovered yet another of her best laying hens had gone missing?

Crouching down, Quinn shoved his hoe hard into the dense greenery at the base of the hedge. Nothing moved.

He tried to peer through the greenery, using his hoe to feel around, before pulling it back and pushing it roughly into the next section of hedging with both hands. Suddenly, Quinn found himself being dragged face-first into the hedge – something was tugging on the other end of the hoe!

Quinn winced as tiny sticks and leaves hit his eyes and nostrils, feeling grit on his chest and stomach as his tunic rode up with the force. Someone grabbed his arm and a moment later Quinn was through the hedge with a shout and into the waiting hands of three strangers, who were chortling triumphantly. They grabbed Quinn’s hands and wrenched them behind his back, tying his wrists together firmly with a short, thick length of rope. One man stuffed a ball of cloth into Quinn’s mouth.

Stuck on his stomach like a landed fish, Quinn could only buck and attempt to kick out at the men. Lifting his chin high, he tried to get a look at who had captured him, but could see only scuffed brown leather shoes with thick wooden soles and dirty yellow socks that encased solid calves before disappearing into a froth of red fabric at the knees.

Quinn frowned. They were not Verdanian legs.

His fears were confirmed moments later when the three men began a whispered argument over his prostrate form and he recognised the language spoken as Peatlandic. But what were they doing here? And what did they want with him? When the men picked him up off the ground moments later, one under his feet and another under his armpits, Quinn had the sinking feeling he was about to find out.

Struggling fiercely, Quinn tried to turn himself over, but a sharp cuff to the back of his head had him seeing stars. Quinn stilled, biding his time, waiting for the chance to escape.

One thing was certain, he wasn’t going to let these men bundle him up and drag him off to Peatland. Quinn Freeman had been kidnapped and kept captive by strangers once before, and there was no way he would let that happen again.

The question was, how exactly was Quinn going to stop it when he was trussed up tighter than his mam’s Sunday roast chicken.

Quinn watched helplessly as the dirt of the lane that ran beside Selvidge Manor suddenly gave way to the wider, smoother clay of the main road that led into Hadleigh, the closest village. His captors stopped suddenly, without a word, and dropped him like a sack of turnips, close to the base of the hedgerow. Quinn gasped as his chin hit the soil, and one of those heavy, wooden shoes came to rest on his shoulders.

Another whispered conversation ensued. This time Quinn, who had learnt the basics of Peatlandic from the old mapmaker Master Blau, picked up enough to realise that the men had secreted a handcart off the main road, and that one of them had just been dispatched to collect it.

Listening as the man’s ponderous footsteps reverberated through the hard-packed clay, Quinn tried desperately to think. He realised that the one advantage he had over these men was his local knowledge. All he had to do was to make a break and he could be in one of countless hiding places within moments, leaving them to wander around unfamiliar countryside in their conspicuous clothing.

The wooden sole shifted on his back, and Quinn realised the man holding him down was getting tired. Sure enough, the shoe was removed briefly, and then replaced.

‘Why don’t you sit down?’ came a gruff Peatlandic voice from somewhere near Quinn’s feet. ‘He’s not going anywhere.’

‘No, he’s not,’ sighed a younger, higher voice, and to Quinn’s relief the foot was removed. ‘About time, too. I thought we were never going to get him alone. He hasn’t left the house in days.’

‘Ah, well,’ came the gruff voice. ‘We’ve got him now. Ivo will reward us handsomely.’

Quinn filed the name away in his memory, knowing that he’d be able to call on it anytime he needed. He’d always remembered everything, from what he read in books to small snippets of conversations he’d heard many years before. His family had realised it when he was very young and had gone to great lengths to hide Quinn’s freakish memory from the world.

There had been a time during the race to map the world when Quinn’s perfect memory had developed a few flaws, and he’d thought that it would never come back. Fortunately, by the time Quinn had realised how much he relied upon it, it had returned.

After the race, Quinn’s memory was no longer the close-held secret it once was. His family and friends still didn’t share the news widely, but, as Quinn had discovered during the race, it took only a few words to reach the wrong ears for his life to be turned upside down.

‘I hope Johan isn’t long,’ said the younger voice, breaking into Quinn’s thoughts. ‘I really want to get out of here and it’s still a long road home.’

‘It won’t be long now,’ the other man replied. ‘The cart’s just around the next corner.’

Quinn’s mind raced, calculating that he didn’t have long before the third man was back. If he was going to avoid being dragged off to a Peatlandic kingdom in a handcart, he needed to act now. The question was, how?

Quinn slowly turned his head to the right, trying to see an escape route. Nothing but a wide, smooth expanse of road, leading across to another hedgerow. Aware of time creeping by, he turned to the left, trying not to lift his head and thereby attract the attention of his two guards, still talking softly somewhere just beyond his feet. Dust filled his nostrils, but Quinn was rewarded with a clear view under the beech hedge to the grass of his da’s sheep pasture on the other side. Beyond the sheep lay the barley field he’d been hoeing – and that meant his da and his brothers.

Could Quinn roll himself under the hedge, get to his feet and race across the sheep pasture – all with his hands tied behind his back – before the men got hold of him? Quinn pushed back the doubt that threatened to overwhelm him, choosing instead to focus on his breathing and think through each step that would take him to safety. During the race to map the world, Quinn had been given the same training as Deslondic warriors received, and he knew that any fight – or plan, for that matter – was as much won or lost in your mind as it was with a kick or a punch.

When he felt calm – or as close to calm as he thought he would get – Quinn took a deep breath and rolled as fast as he could to his left, pushing hard with his legs to clear the tangle of branches under the hedge, even as he felt hands grabbing at him through the leaves. Without hesitating, Quinn tucked his feet up to his chest before thrusting up and out as hard as he could, trying to throw all his body weight into the move. Landing unsteadily on his feet and staggering forward, Quinn tried to keep himself upright, aware of the angry men on the other side of the wall of greenery. Falling on his face now would mean sure recapture.

‘Stay on your feet.’ Quinn almost smiled as Zain’s voice echoed through his mind. The Deslondic captain had done much more than simply steer the Libertas during the race to map the world – he’d taught Quinn how to fight, among other things.

As he turned, Quinn had a glimpse of a dusty, bewhiskered red face appearing under the hedge, but he didn’t wait to see if the other man was following. Instead, he put his head down and ran as fast as his tied hands allowed him towards the barley field. Fat white sheep turned startled faces towards him before they scattered left and right, charging about on the grass like clouds scudding across a stormy sky, baaing their confusion and alarm. Quinn could only hope they created problems for the pursuers he could now hear stomping through the sodden field.

Struggling to run and breathe only through his nose, Quinn could feel tears running down his face from the effort as the heavy sound of footsteps behind him drew closer. The hedge marking the barley field was still at least half the sheep pasture away and Quinn wished he could shout for his da or Jed or anyone, but the gag in his mouth made that impossible.

‘You can’t escape!’ came a gasping shout behind him in Peatlandic. ‘We’ll get you!’

Quinn tried to run faster, drawing on reserves of strength, but he was tiring badly, his chest hurting with the lack of breath, and he knew that the days and weeks he’d spent at his desk copying out his world map for King Orel had impaired his fitness. If he got out of this, Quinn swore to himself, he’d go back to Zain’s regimen of training every day.

If.

A sudden curse, followed by a loud thud behind him, brought a hint of hope, though Quinn didn’t so much as turn his head to look at the Peatlander who’d most likely taken a tumble over a sheep. Instead, he stared straight ahead, focusing all his attention and effort on reaching that wall of green. The sheep, however, wailed their protest at the Peatlandic man’s mistreatment of one of their own, their baaing reaching deafening volume.

Just as Quinn was allowing himself to think that he might actually make it, he felt a swipe on his shoulder and realised that one of the Peatlanders – perhaps the younger, smaller one – had made a grab for him, and missed. Quinn stepped left, swerving away from the hand, but as he did so he startled a tiny, fleecy lamb, which promptly ran under his feet. Unable to put out a hand to stop himself, Quinn hit the ground with a resounding oof, feeling what little breath he had in his body leave it at force. Dazed and winded, he looked up as a shadow blocked the sun, his heart sinking at the sight of the bewhiskered man’s red face. He closed his eyes and tensed, ready to feel the force of the man’s visible anger.

To his surprise, nothing happened, and he opened his eyes to discover that there was no sign of the Peatlandic man. Bewildered, he turned his head – eyes wide at the sight of Jed and Allyn chasing three Peatlanders across the sheep pasture, waving hoes.

‘There, there,’ came Da’s voice. ‘You’re all right now.’ His da pulled the dirty gag from Quinn’s mouth, and Quinn gulped in deep breaths of fresh air as his da rolled him gently to one side and untied the ropes that bound him.

‘Well now,’ his da said, helping Quinn to his feet. ‘I’m sure you’ve got an excellent story about how you came to be lying trussed up in a field while three strangers in knickerbockers ran amok with my sheep …’

Quinn opened his mouth to protest, but his da held up a hand, a small smile playing at the corners of his lips.

‘And I for one cannot wait to hear it,’ Quinn’s da continued. ‘But for now, I think we’ll get those other two back here and get inside for lunch. I’m thinking your mam will want to hear all about this.’ He paused. ‘Actually,’ he continued, ‘you might want to go easy on the fact that the boys and I didn’t even realise you were missing until the sheep acted up.’

‘Yeah,’ said Allyn, suddenly appearing beside them, hoe still gripped loosely by his side. ‘We’re all a bit sheepish about that.’

Quinn managed a grin at his brother’s lame joke, grateful that he was around to hear it. But as he walked slowly back to the Manor, flanked by his brothers and his father, Quinn couldn’t help but think about what might have happened if they hadn’t been at hand.

And why, exactly, three Peatlanders had tried to kidnap him in the first place.



Chapter Two


Quinn dropped his quill and stretched back over his chair, arms above his head, trying to wiggle some feeling back into his hands. Exhaling, he sat back upright, staring down at the map in front of him. It was precise and detailed and beautiful – as precise and detailed and beautiful as the other 22 times he’d drawn it.


After the kidnapping attempt two days earlier, his mam had decreed that Quinn stay inside while a message was sent to King Orel and to Zain, outlining what had happened. Quinn wasn’t to set foot outdoors until they received a return message, so he’d decided he might as well complete the task of the 23rd map. He picked up the quill and carefully signed his name in the corner. Done.


Quinn stood up, moving towards the high casement window and leaning against the stone wall as he stared out at the fields beyond. From up here he could appreciate the straight lines his da had ploughed in the thick soil, and could see his father down by the hedgerow that marked the boundary of the Freemans’ manor, with Allyn beside him. Quinn had noticed that the pair of them had taken to walking the boundary at regular intervals, and knew they were concerned that the Peatlanders would be back. Not that they were saying that, of course.


Quinn looked for his eldest brother, Jed, who was usually by Beyard Freeman’s side. If Jed wasn’t with da, then that meant …


‘There you are!’


Quinn turned as Jed strode into the room, slamming the door against the stone wall. Quinn forced a smile, hating the gulf that had developed between them. It hadn’t always been this way. Before Quinn had gone away for a year on the journey to map the world, Jed and Quinn seemed to understand each other – Jed was the oldest, Quinn was the ‘runt’, and they just got on with it. But now …


‘I’m here,’ said Quinn, quietly. ‘Finishing my map for King Orel, just like mam said.’


Jed sauntered over and picked up the parchment from Quinn’s desk, scanning it. ‘Looks just like all the others,’ he said, casually dropping it on top of Quinn’s inkpot.


‘Yes, well, that’s the point,’ said Quinn, reaching over to rescue the parchment before the ink spilled over it. ‘It’s a faithful copy of the original. Wouldn’t be much point in changing it and having the ships run aground, now would there?’


Jed snorted. ‘You don’t even colour them anymore.’


Quinn sighed. ‘You know that I only colour the exhibition maps,’ he said, patiently. ‘There are only three coloured copies in existence, and one of those is the original. The captains don’t need the map to be pretty – they just need it to be accurate.’


‘How do you even know they’re accurate?’ said Jed, and Quinn could hear that his brother was spoiling for a fight, as he so often was these days. Jed had the coolest head of all the Freemans – unless he lost his temper. When that happened, everyone, even Quinn’s da, kept a low profile. ‘You haven’t seen the original since All Souls Day.’


Quinn sighed, wandering back over to look out the window. The rich, loamy soil made a striking contrast to the deep blue of the spring sky, and for a moment he found himself wondering what his friend Ajax would make of such a view. Last time he’d seen the redhead, three moons back, he’d been busy working on some botanic sketches for Queen Lorelei, creating delicate illustrations of bluebells and forget-me-nots.


But Quinn remembered the sketchbook Ajax had made as mapmaker on a second ship in the race, and the power of the landscapes he’d drawn had taken Quinn back into the adventure in a moment. There was the crumbling castle on the icy foreshore. There was the strange domed building built from ice. There was the meeting place, where it seemed that two oceans raged headlong at each other.


Oh yes, Quinn thought, Ajax could see beauty in any place.


‘Well,’ said Jed, impatiently. ‘How do you know?’


‘I don’t forget,’ said Quinn with a sigh, turning to face his brother. ‘You know that.’


‘Hmmmph,’ said Jed. ‘Surely even you have to question after three moons.’


Quinn said nothing. He knew his brother was just trying to get a rise out of him, and he wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction.


‘What do you want, Jed?’ he asked now. ‘I was about to seal the map and take it down to Tomas. He leaves tomorrow, you know.’


Quinn swallowed hard as he said the words. Tomas had been his constant companion ever since Quinn and the rest of the Verdanian crew had stumbled across him and his ex-Verdanian father during their journey to map the world. This time, Tomas was making the journey to Barbarin, with Quinn’s map in hand, on an official trading expedition.


And Aysha, or Ash, as everyone knew her, was going with him, while Quinn stayed behind to draw copies of his map. Two of his best friends in the world, off on another adventure, leaving him behind.


‘I need you here,’ the King had said, simply, when Quinn had asked if he could go to Barbarin with the others. ‘I need that map in your head.’


Even now Quinn’s fists clenched as he remembered the frustration he’d felt when King Orel had said those words. Not that he’d shared those feelings with the King.


‘Tomas wants to get in one last lesson before you go,’ said Jed, sauntering about the room, picking up a quill here, a piece of parchment there. ‘A few choice phrases he thinks we should know. Like a secret code, in case of trouble.’


Quinn laughed. ‘Seriously? We’re speaking Barbarese, Jed, and we’re only learning it as a bit of fun, remember? It’s not like anyone else in Verdania can understand a word of it – which is the whole point, as I remember. Our entire conversations might as well be secret code.’


With a thud, Jed put down the inkpot he was holding. ‘Yeah, well, in light of what happened the other day, Tomas thinks, and I agree, that it might be useful. So why don’t you just drag yourself away from your little drawings and we’ll get it done, shall we?’ His mocking expression matched his tone.


‘What about Allyn?’ said Quinn, stung by the ‘little drawings’ jibe. Jed didn’t seem to understand the pain, blood, sweat and tears that had gone into the creation of every single line on this map. Not that he could blame Jed for that, Quinn conceded. It wasn’t like Quinn had tried to explain it to his brother too much, finding it incredibly difficult to convey to anyone who hadn’t actually been there what the race to map the world had been like.


‘He’s nearly finished with da,’ Jed said. ‘He’ll meet us in the barn.’ With that, Jed turned on his muddy heel and strode out of the room, leaving Quinn to follow. Watching his brother’s white cotton shirt billowing as he stomped down the stairs, Quinn wondered yet again at the anger that seemed to simmer just below Jed’s skin.


Quinn knew that his brother felt hemmed in by his position as eldest son. Even before Quinn’s journey, Jed had been desperate to see what lay outside the farm. But their da had needed him to keep their small freehold farm going, ensuring enough food to feed the family. And now that the Freemans had moved back to the manor that had once belonged to Quinn’s grandfather, Jed was even more stuck, because their da needed all the help he could get to keep the larger holding on track.


Simon, Quinn’s second eldest brother, had married Merry, the Blacksmith’s daughter, not long after Quinn’s return, and they’d taken over the Freeman’s old farm. Heath and Berrick, the next two brothers, had been dispatched to help Ajax run the parcel of land that he’d won as a mapmaker in the Great Race.


Which left Jed, Allyn, Quinn, Mam and Da in the manor house that had been Quinn’s prize for creating the best map of the world.


Jed had swung from being incredibly proud of Quinn to being horrified, once he realised the trap that had been sprung on him. For there was no way that their da could manage the manor on his own, even with his mam’s guiding hand.


Quinn had watched as the weight of Jed’s future had begun to wear his brother down.


‘Come on!’ Jed shouted up the stairs now, and Quinn realised that he’d been so busy thinking that he’d stopped walking. ‘We’ve only got one bell before Allyn and I have to go out to the fields again.’


Quinn picked up his pace, clattering down the stairs behind Jed, all the while wondering if his brother would ever forgive him for winning the race.
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Quinn picked up the book on his desk, the last book in the teetering pile that Cleric Redlands had brought over the week before, and began reading, his eyes glazing over a little. Cleric Redlands supplied Quinn with books in return for a steady supply of his mam’s jam and cakes, and Quinn often thought the good Cleric thought more about the sweet treats than the content of the material he brought over. Quinn had read everything else in the pile, including the book on animals he’d been thinking about when he saw the ravens, and was only reading this lengthy tome about survival skills because there was simply nothing else left.


Another downside of having a perfect memory was that it made re-reading anything a dull and pointless affair – which often meant Quinn found himself reading whatever he could get his hands on.


Right now, Quinn was trying to distract himself, having been sent to his room by his mother for ‘getting underfoot’ while Tomas was trying to pack. As far as Quinn was concerned, he’d only been taking every opportunity to spend time with Tomas, and it was hardly Quinn’s fault that Tomas’s packing had come to a complete standstill.


‘Coach! Coach!’


Quinn heard Allyn’s shout all the way up near the top of the manor’s tower. Putting down his book and rushing to the window, he could see the King’s carriage making its way up the drive at a hectic pace, despite the muddy puddles left after an early-morning shower. Quinn smiled to himself at his brother’s description of the ornate gilt carriage as a ‘coach’, sent to collect Tomas for his journey, even as his eyes narrowed at the sight of the carriage. Why not send a simple cart for Tomas?


Downstairs, he could hear a flurry of activity as his mam prepared to greet their visitors whilst serving up a barrage of last-minute instructions to Tomas.


‘Did you pack extra socks?’ he heard her ask. ‘You always need more than you think you do. And breeches. You’ll need at least three pairs – I don’t want you coming back looking like Quinn did.’


Quinn smiled again. He’d returned from the race wearing the same pair of breeches he’d left home in, albeit so held together with patches that he hadn’t noticed he’d grown out of them.


‘I’ll be fine, Mistress Freeman,’ he heard Tomas answer. ‘I’m sure Mama will make sure I am fully clothed at all times.’


Quinn’s mother’s snort could be heard all the way up the stairs. Quinn knew she’d tried for several weeks upon Tomas’s arrival in Verdania to encourage Tomas to exchange the brightly coloured Verdanian-style shirts that his own mother had made for him for a more traditional array of white ones. But Tomas had held firm. Quinn could understand that. He remembered how important it had been to him to keep his mam close during his journey, if only through the double-stitched pockets of his breeches.


‘They’re here! They’re here!’ A loud bang announced Allyn’s arrival through the front door, and Quinn took a moment to contemplate the fact that it was impossible for any Freeman male, other than himself, to enter a room quietly.


‘Yes, we heard you,’ said his mam, wryly. ‘Could you see who it was that has come to collect Tomas?’


‘We-e-ell,’ said Allyn, and Quinn left his room to hang over the bannister to hear his next words. He felt a strange reluctance to go downstairs, knowing that the moment of saying goodbye to his friend was very close.


‘It did look like someone very LARGE to me,’ finished Allyn in a loud voice.


At that, Quinn flew down the stairs. ‘Zain?’ he asked, reaching the group at the bottom. ‘Is it Zain?’ Suddenly, the carriage made sense!


‘Well, it’s either him or the King has hired another huge Deslonder who’d rather sit beside the driver than inside the coach,’ said Allyn, smirking.


Quinn was about to cheer when he suddenly caught sight of Tomas’s face. ‘What’s wrong?’ Quinn asked. ‘Don’t you want to see Zain?’


‘Of course,’ said Tomas, ‘He is my captain.’ It was Zain who, as captain of the Libertas, had agreed to take Tomas from Barbarin to Verdania at his father’s behest. ‘But surely he is too busy as the King’s councillor to be fetching me?’


It was Quinn’s turn to look puzzled. ‘He probably just wanted to make sure he had the chance to see you before you left,’ he said, though even as Quinn said the words, an image of the three Peatlanders popped into his mind. Quinn had almost convinced himself that the whole incident was just a case of mistaken identity – the Peatlanders had thought he was someone else. After all, Quinn, who had come across Gelynions, Deslonders, Barbarese, Northerners and many other unnamed peoples during his travels, had never even met a Peatlander, other than Master Blau.


‘To make sure you’ve got your stories straight, you mean,’ said Allyn, still smirking, bringing Quinn’s attention back to the conversation. The Freeman family members were among a handful of people who knew the true story of how Tomas had come to Verdania – and exactly what that had to do with the return of the King’s prized loganstone collection, stolen many years before.


‘Don’t be silly,’ said Quinn’s mam. ‘Zain knows that Tomas will go to great lengths to hide his father’s role in all that. I’m sure he just wants the opportunity to spend some time with Tomas before he leaves.’


But Quinn could see that her face was troubled and knew that she, too, was wondering about the timing of a visit from Zain so soon after they’d sent the message about the Peatlanders. They had been expecting a letter, not an appearance.


‘Well, we’re about to find out,’ said Quinn, hearing the clatter of horses’ hooves as the carriage drew into the cobbled courtyard at the front of the manor. He pulled open the huge front door and, with Allyn and Tomas at his heels, stepped out into the grey morning to meet Zain.


‘Ah, Quinn Freeman,’ the Deslonder said, and Quinn noted that the horses’ reins rested in his hands, while the white-faced coach driver sat beside him, gripping the seat despite the fact that the carriage had stopped. ‘It has been too long.’


As Quinn opened his mouth to respond and Zain leapt down from the box seat, the carriage doors burst open and a figure almost fell out. The footman who had been about to open the door took a step back and rolled his eyes.


‘Quinn! Oh Quinn!’ Ash’s shrieks were almost deafening as she flew across the courtyard and flung herself at her friend.


‘All right, all right,’ he laughed. ‘You’re choking me!’


‘Aren’t you pleased to see me?’ she demanded, taking a step back, hands on hips, and Quinn laughed again.


‘I can see that Queen Lorelei hasn’t managed to make a lady of you yet,’ he said, beginning to duck even before the sentence was finished. But Ash was too quick for him, as she so often was, countering his movement by simply sweeping her right foot from under her long blue skirt and knocking his boots right out from under him. Quinn hit the ground with a thud, and lay there laughing.


‘Ha! Got you again,’ chortled Allyn, enjoying the spectacle of his younger brother being bested in a fight – it wasn’t something that happened often these days, as Allyn knew to his own cost. While Quinn and Ash had been at sea on the Libertas with Zain, the Deslonder had taken the time to train them in the Deslondic fighting method of kicks, punches and throws. It was a method that had made the Deslonders some of the most feared warriors in the known world – and a method that had turned Quinn from the family runt into a force to be reckoned with for his brothers.
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