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The Rebel Prince


      
      A shadow crossed her, then something fell on her from above.

      
      Her sword flew from her hand as a Wolf’s weight flung her back, and she sprawled, helpless, under the creature’s hot reeking
         body. She twisted. The Wolf’s teeth missed her throat by a fraction, snapping the air by her cheek. Ozkar went down on his
         haunches under their weight.
      

      
      Still in the saddle, Wynter felt the Wolf’s hind claws rake her belly as he tried to gut her. Her many layers of clothes saved
         her from immediate evisceration, but her jacket fell open with a gasp of torn fabric and she knew that the next raking pass
         of his feet would expose her guts to the air. She fumbled for her knife with one hand and shoved frantically with the other,
         trying to push him off. He reared back, half-wolf, half-man, and glared down at her with his not-quite-human eyes.
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The Scarlet Ford


      
      When Wynter was five, her father dressed her in a little red coat, put her on the back of his horse, and took her on a picnic.
         Wynter remembered the drowsy movement of the horse beneath her, and leaning back into the warm support of her father as they
         travelled the forest paths. She remembered his strong arms encompassing her as he held the reins, the scent of woodshavings
         and resin from his clothes. She remembered the light coming through the foliage, and how it had moved across her hands, so
         small on the big leather pommel of Lorcan’s saddle.
      

      
      Lorcan’s friend, Jonathon, had been with them, and his sons, Razi and Alberon. All of them were happy, and laughing, which
         was something they seemed to do quite often back then. Just two friends and their beloved children out for a jaunt on a warm
         autumn day, getting the best of the good weather before winter finally tightened its grip. Looking back on it, Wynter knew
         there must have been some kind of military presence with them, but she had no recollection of soldiers or any kind of guards.
         Perhaps she was so used to the presence of soldiers around her father’s good friend that she no longer noticed them. She never thought of Jonathon as “the King” back then. She recalled only thinking of him as Jon, that
         big, golden-headed man, so quick to lose his temper but just as quick to show affection. He had been best friend to her own
         father, and father to her two best friends, those brothers of her heart: the dark, serious, protective Razi, and the grinningly
         impulsive, loving Alberon.
      

      
      Razi had kept trotting on ahead, his brown face all alight at the unexpected freedom of the day. Alberon was for the first
         time astride his own horse, and Wynter remembered watching with amused envy as he urged the little creature on, attempting
         to keep pace with his older half-brother. She recalled him calling anxiously across the sun-dappled air, “Razi! Razi! Don’t
         leave me!” and Razi’s smile as he turned back to wait.
      

      
      They had stopped at a ford, and the men had stripped to their underthings and run into the shallow water, whooping and splashing
         and laughing at the cold. Wynter had hopped from foot to foot on the edge of the water, watching as Alberon threw himself
         into his father’s arms. Jon had flung him high into the sunshine, Albi’s small face luminous with sun-glitter and joy.
      

      
      A warm presence by her side, and she had looked up into Razi’s smiling face.

      
      “Come on, darling.” He had offered his hand. “It’s only cold for a moment.” He led her carefully into the stream, her hand
         held tight in his, then her father had waded over and hoisted them, one under each water-chilled arm, and carried them out
         into the bright water to teach them how to swim.
      

      
      *

      
      Almost eleven years later, Wynter Moorehawke sat on the warm, smooth-pebbled beach of a similar ford and listened to the furtive
         rustling of the surrounding forest. Half her mind was on the unintelligible conversation of the Merron warriors who sat on
         the rocks to her right, the other half on the forest shadows and all the lurking possibilities they might contain.
      

      
      Down by the water’s edge, the now twenty-year-old Razi crouched on his haunches and frowned out across the shallow water.
         For a blissful moment it seemed as though he might actually relax and sit down, but Wynter knew that he was unlikely to stay
         still for long. Sure enough, the dark young man almost immediately ran his hands through his hair, sighed in frustration,
         and rose, once again, to his feet.
      

      
      Do not start pacing, thought Wynter, but Razi, of course, did just that.
      

      
      His lanky silhouette stalked out of sight at the corner of her eye, then stalked right back in again, just as quick, and Wynter
         had to turn her head so that she wouldn’t be driven mad by his ceaseless prowling. Since Embla’s death, a deep and angry river
         of impatience ran very close to Razi’s surface, and it manifested itself in constant, irritating motion. Wynter felt genuine
         sympathy for Razi’s loss, but just at that moment, the crunch, crunch, crunch of his footsteps on the pebble shore was grating
         on her already stretched nerves. She tightened her jaw against the urge to snap at him.
      

      
      An irritated sigh drifted across from the group of warriors. “Tabiyb,” rumbled Úlfnaor, “sit down before I take back of my
         sword to your head.” Razi glowered and the black-haired Merron leader frowned. “Sit,” he ordered. “You wear me out.” Razi sat, and Úlfnaor nodded in approval. “They be back soon,” he said. “You take this time to rest.”
      

      
      The big man sounded calm, but even as he spoke, his dark eyes roamed the far bank with restless anxiety. His warriors sat
         tensely around him, the three women sharpening their swords, the three men staring at the trees on the other side of the ford.
         They had set out that morning expecting to make contact with Alberon and to engage him in diplomatic talks, so men and women
         alike were magnificently dressed in the pale green embroidered tunics and britches of the Merron formal costume, their arms
         and hands and necks heavy with silver tribal jewellery. But the day had grown old with no contact from the Rebel Prince, and
         evening was fast approaching. Wynter was beginning to fear that they had been misled.
      

      
      She met the eye of the Merron healer, Hallvor. The sinewy woman smiled reassuringly, but Wynter could see the tension in her
         face. Úlfnaor’s two giant warhounds were snuffling about at the water’s edge. They looked up as Hallvor rose to her feet.
         She sheathed her sword as she made her way to the shore, and the dogs wagged their tails, hoping for action. But Hallvor just
         laid a callused hand on each of their wiry heads and stood watching the trees on the other side. She murmured unhappily in
         Merron. Úlfnaor answered in soothing tones.
      

      
      Wynter wished that Christopher was here, and not just because she wanted him to translate. She frowned across the water, willing
         him to return. Behind her, the gravel crunched as Razi began to move about once again. His long shadow fell across Wynter
         and he hunkered by her side, his elbows on his knees, his eyes on the far bank.
      

      
      “I do not think we will be lucky here either,” he said quietly.
      

      
      Wynter nodded. Since early morning, the Merron had been making their way along this river, stopping at pre-arranged rendezvous
         points, waiting for Alberon’s men to show up and guide them to the rebel camp. This was the fourth such designated meeting
         place and it, like all the others, had proved deserted. They had been waiting for well over an hour now, but still Úlfnaor
         was loath to move on. Apparently if this rendezvous proved a wash-out, there was only one remaining point at which they could
         hope to meet their guides. If that, too, proved deserted, then the Merron’s diplomatic mission would be a failure. The Northern
         warriors would have to return to their homeland with their duty unfulfilled, and Razi, Wynter and Christopher would be no
         closer to finding Alberon’s camp than they had been almost three weeks previously.
      

      
      “Chris and Sól have been away too long,” murmured Wynter.

      
      Razi just sighed and rubbed his face. He did not bother to reply. He’d heard enough of this from her, but Wynter didn’t care.
         She was prickly with anxiety. There were less than four hours of daylight left, and she wanted Christopher where she could
         see him. She wanted him by her side, not out in the woods where the Loups-Garous might be prowling and where the King’s men
         were still actively hunting the rebels.
      

      
      “Úlfnaor should never have allowed Chris and Sól out there alone,” she said. “Reconnoitre be damned! Truth be told, I think
         he let them go just to shut the two of them up and give them something to do.”
      

      
      Razi huffed in agreement. Christopher was an incorrigibly reckless fellow at the best of times, and as for Sólmundr – since
         the loss of his beloved Ashkr, the Merron warrior seemed possessed of a dangerous, unquenchable kind of restlessness. He and
         Christopher seemed to spark each other off, and both were champing at the bit, longing for action. They had set off into the
         forest with far too much enthusiasm and far too little caution for Wynter’s liking. She wished they would come back. Even
         with Sólmundr’s warhound, Boro, by their side, she feared her two friends were horribly vulnerable out there.
      

      
      Wynter was opening her mouth to say so, when down by the river’s edge, Hallvor and the warhounds suddenly came to attention.
         Frowning, the healer took a step forward, her eyes on the trees. The warhounds growled, and Hallvor gestured sharply to quiet
         them.
      

      
      Razi and Wynter rose to their feet. On the rocks, the other Merron stood up, swords in hand.

      
      “Cad é, a Hallvor?” asked Úlfnaor.
      

      
      Hallvor shushed him, her attention fixed ahead. Then she pointed into the trees.

      
      “Coinín,” she said. “Agus é ag rith.”
      

      
      It was Christopher, running soundless and very fast through the trees, his long, black hair flying behind him, his slim arms
         and legs pumping. He burst into the sunlight and crossed the shallow ford in a glitter of splashing footsteps. Boro and Sólmundr
         came racing after.
      

      
      “Quick!” hissed Christopher. “Someone’s coming, and they ain’t no diplomatic party!”

      
      The Merron spun for their horses, but Sólmundr called them back. He ran straight up the rocks and flung himself on the weapons pile, snatching up his longbow and arrows. His companions swerved to join him and he began hissing breathless
         explanations as they loaded up.
      

      
      Christopher’s grey eyes met Wynter’s as he slid to a halt at her side.

      
      “No time to run,” he said. “Make a stand! They’re right behind us.”

      
      She drew her sword. “How many?”

      
      “Have I time to load the matchlock?” asked Razi.

      
      Christopher shook his head to both questions. “No idea how many, don’t even think they know we’re here. But they’re heading
         straight for us and they’re in a damned big hurry. No time for the gun, Razi. Just draw your swords, the two of you, and stay
         behind the archers.”
      

      
      Sólmundr shouted, and Christopher spun just in time to catch the crossbow which the warrior had flung to him. Christopher’s
         quiver of black bolts came sailing after, and Wynter caught it one-handed while Christopher pulled the lever to draw his bow.
         She handed him a bolt. He loaded the bow as he spun to face the ford and Wynter stepped to his side, her sword in hand.
      

      
      Sólmundr shook his sandy hair from his eyes and drew his longbow, sighting on the trees. The Merron spread out along the beach,
         their longbows at the ready, their war-hounds standing in disciplined silence at their sides. The wood and leather of the
         longbows creaked as the warriors put just enough tension on the strings to keep the arrows in place, not yet expending their
         energies on a full draw. The buzzing quiet of the autumn evening settled around them as they waited.
      

      
      Christopher nestled the crossbow into the hollow of his shoulder. He settled his stance. “Here they come,” he whispered. Wynter could hear them now, coming up fast. So different
         to Christopher’s earlier silent approach, this was the noise of someone smashing heedlessly through the heavy forest. It was
         the sound of someone panicked, someone desperate. The Merron pulled their longbows to full draw and levelled their aim.
      

      
      The man who crashed through the trees didn’t register them. He came staggering from the shade into the sunlight and splashed
         halfway across the bright water without even noticing the row of imposing warriors standing on the far bank, tracking him
         with their arrows. His head was down, his arms wrapped around his belly, and all his energies seemed taken with simply putting
         one foot in front of the other.
      

      
      “Hold!” cried Wynter. “You hold now!”

      
      The man spun in response to her voice and staggered to a halt. Once his forward momentum deserted him, he seemed to lose his
         ability to stand and he immediately dropped to his knees and collapsed face first into the shallow river. The water around
         him instantly turned red.
      

      
      There was a moment of stunned silence as the company watched the man’s blood swirl and spread and trail away in dark ribbons
         from his body. Then Razi threw his sword aside with a clatter and waded into mid stream to roll the man onto his back.
      

      
      Wynter had assumed the poor fellow to be unconscious, but as soon as Razi lifted his face from the water the man took a gasping
         breath and clutched Razi’s coat with a bloody fist.
      

      
      “Help me,” he rasped. “Help me …” His half-opened eyes were on the Merron, who had switched their aim back to the trees and were dividing their attention between the newcomer
         and whoever might appear in pursuit of him.
      

      
      Razi began to heave the fellow up and Wynter ran to help him. Christopher splashed out after her. Without dropping his guard,
         he circled around in front of her and Razi, his crossbow aimed at the far bank.
      

      
      “Get yourselves behind the archers,” he ordered roughly. “Cavalry … cavalry …” moaned the wounded man as they dragged
         him to shore. “Escape … the Prince.”
      

      
      Razi met Wynter’s eyes across the top of the man’s head as they laid him on the warm stones of the beach. “You are a member
         of the King’s cavalry?” he murmured, turning the man over, and opening his jacket to check his injuries. Wynter winced at
         the sight of a pulsing wound in the poor fellow’s side. She had to look away from the mess of exposed bone and bulging organs.
      

      
      “I will fetch your medical bag,” she said.

      
      But Razi shook his head, his face grim, and Wynter knew there was nothing that could be done.

      
      Razi leant close. “You are a member of the cavalry?” he repeated gently.

      
      “Yes … no … not … they’re after me. Oh Jesu, help me …” The man began trying to crawl away, his bloody hands scrabbling on the smooth stones, his face twisted in
         pain. Blood pumped in horrible quantities from his wound and pooled on the rocks around him.
      

      
      “Shhh,” said Wynter, laying her hand on his face. “Lie easy … lie easy, friend.” The man stilled, and rested his head
         on the stones with a moan. “Who pursues you?” she asked.
      

      
      “The cavalry … the cavalry … the King’s men …”
      

      
      Wynter glanced at Razi. The King’s men.
      

      
      “You work for my brother,” said Razi softly.

      
      The man looked up into Razi’s dark face for the first time, and his eyes widened in fear. “Oh God help me,” he whispered.
         “You’re the Arab.” He moaned and closed his eyes. “Oh, I am lost.”
      

      
      “My father’s men pursue you?” asked Razi. “You seek the safety of the rebel camp?”

      
      “The Lord Razi is hoping to meet his brother at the rebel camp,” whispered Wynter. “He wishes to reconcile him to the King.
         We can take you to safety, if you will but show us the way to the Prince.” But the man just turned his face into the stones,
         convinced now that he was amongst enemies, determined to speak no more.
      

      
      “Razi,” said Christopher, glancing back at his friend. “The Merron cannot allow the King’s men to take them.”

      
      Sólmundr and Úlfnaor looked over their shoulders at Razi. The rest of the Merron, unable to understand this conversation,
         kept aim on the trees, but their eyes flicked anxiously between their leaders and the dark-skinned man they’d sworn to protect.
      

      
      “Razi,” insisted Christopher, “if your father’s men arrive, we must fire on them! Else you are condemning these people to death – and your mission is failed.”
      

      
      Razi shook his head and would not lift his eyes from the wounded man.

      
      Wynter laid a hand on his arm. She looked up into Christopher’s pained face.

      
      “The King’s men will kill us, lass,” said Christopher. “We must fight them or die; there ain’t no way around it.”

      
      “Others is coming!” cried Sólmundr, and Wynter leapt to her feet at the sounds of riders approaching fast through the trees.
         She weighed her sword in her hand and stepped to Christopher’s side again, her heart hammering with anger and with fear. Dear
         God, had it truly come to this? Must she now face loyal soldiers of the crown and kill them or die?
      

      
      The Merron ordered their dogs to heel, and once again pulled their longbows to full draw. A flash of sun on metal showed through
         the shifting leaves of the forest as dark shapes advanced upon them. Úlfnaor, his huge arms quivering with the strain, held
         his aim and murmured softly to his warriors. He was obviously telling them, “Wait … wait …”
      

      
      Wynter crouched low. She brought her sword up. She had made up her mind that she would not die here. She would not die!
      

      
      Christopher looked back at Razi, wanting his permission to fire.

      
      Razi bowed his head, his eyes squeezed shut. Then he snatched his sword, rose to his feet and stood ready at Christopher’s
         side. Christopher took aim just as the King’s soldiers burst through the trees.
      

      
      There were only two of them, and they entered the ford with an almost childlike abandon. Wynter knew that she would never
         forget the looks on their faces when, expecting nothing more than a wounded soldier fleeing on foot, they suddenly found themselves
         confronted with a row of hard-faced archers.
      

      
      There was just a brief moment of suspension, the smallest fraction of time, then the youngest soldier grabbed for his sword. Christopher’s crossbow bolt took him between his eyes and carried him backwards from his horse. All other sound
         was buried in the heavy twock of longbows, and the hiss and thud of Merron arrows seeking and finding their target. The soldiers’ limp bodies tumbled to
         the water with mighty splashes. Their blood washed downstream just as the rebel soldier’s had done.
      

      
      Wynter’s sword-arm dropped to her side and she watched the King’s men die.

      
      The magnificent cavalry horses staggered under a second hail of missiles. They fell, and their blood mingled with that of
         their riders, eddying out into the clear water to flood the river with scarlet. The stain rapidly filled the ford, swirling
         and flowing, and stretching its arms outwards until it lapped in bright, sun-dappled wavelets on the shore and coloured the
         heedless stones at Wynter’s feet.
      

      
      Behind her, Razi turned from this spectacle of death, and knelt, once again, by the rebel soldier’s side. Wynter watched as
         he closed the poor fellow’s lifeless eyes. For the briefest of moments Christopher stayed at Wynter’s side, his arm a sympathetic
         warmth around her waist. Then he splashed out into the scarlet ford and began to help the Merron harvest their fallen arrows.
      

   
      
      
The Rebel Camp Alone


      
      It was very late in the evening, the forest shadows already deepening to gloom, when Christopher pulled his mare to a halt
         on the path ahead, blocking Wynter’s way. He cursed softly under his breath. Alarmed, Wynter urged her own horse up the narrow
         space between them, and reined in at Christopher’s side. She peered through the foliage to see what had disturbed him. Around
         them, the air filled with the snort of horses and the irritated jangle of tack as the rest of the Merron riders came to a
         stop. There were mutterings and low exclamations of concern.
      

      
      Leaning forward to get a better view, Wynter felt her heart sink. Only six or so feet ahead, the trees ended abruptly, and
         the safety of their cover gave way to a wide patch of rocky ground – a break of perhaps twenty yards between this section
         of dense forest and the next. The open ground stretched away on either side, a long spine of rock cleaving the forest in two
         for as far as she could see from her limited perspective.
      

      
      “Oh Christopher, this is not good.”

      
      Christopher nodded in agreement. “We’ll be vulnerable as babes if we cross here.”

      
      Wynter glanced to the head of the travel party where Razi had prime position next to Úlfnaor and Sól. All three were gazing
         out across the gap with similar expressions of concern.
      

      
      “I not like it,” said Sólmundr quietly. “It feel bad. We should to go around.”

      
      Úlfnaor exchanged a look with Razi, who curtly shook his head. “I say we cross.”

      
      The Aoire nodded. “Then we cross,” he said. “Wari, Coinín, Soma and Frangok will to watch our back while we pass over. Then
         follow when all is well.” At Sólmundr’s disapproving look, Úlfnaor sighed. “Time grow short, Sól. We not risk changing our
         route. We trust judgement of Tabiyb. We cross here.”
      

      
      Sólmundr glowered at Razi, who kept his eyes ahead, his face devoid of expression as he waited. After a moment, Sólmundr grunted
         his reluctant assent. Commands were given in Merron, and the guarding party drew their bows.
      

      
      Wynter met Christopher’s eyes as he loaded his cross-bow.

      
      “I’m warning you, lass,” he said solemnly. “If we get to the other side with no holes in us, I’m stealing seven Protector
         Lady Moorehawke kisses.”
      

      
      He looked so sure of himself, so gravely confident and alive, that Wynter had to reach across the gap between their horses
         and take a fistful of his tunic. Smiling slightly, he let her pull him close, and she pressed her lips to his, hard and fierce
         and protective. They stayed together at the kiss’s ending, their foreheads touching, their eyes half-closed.
      

      
      “You stay safe,” she whispered.

      
      “If I do, you’ll owe me six more of those.”

      
      She smiled. “Come across in one piece, Freeman, and I may just grant you more than kisses.”
      

      
      His cheeks dimpled as his own smile grew. “So many promises to keep,” he murmured.

      
      They kissed again, the horses shifting beneath them. Then Wynter drew away, covered her face, and, without looking back, pulled
         into formation with the advance party as they urged their horses into the glare of the late evening sun.
      

      
      Glad to be free of the claustrophobic forest, the warhounds bounded ahead of their masters, their tongues lolling, their great
         tails lashing the air with joy. The Merron kept their eyes on them. When, halfway across the clearing, the enormous creatures
         abruptly stopped their happy exploring and froze, Úlfnaor immediately lifted his arm, and the advance party brought their
         mounts to a wary halt.
      

      
      The warhounds lowered their heads, their attention focused on the forest ahead. Suddenly Boro howled and leapt forward, barking
         wildly at the trees. The other hounds followed suit.
      

      
      Spooked by the dog’s violent barking, Wynter’s horse threw his head and tried to turn back. Wynter sat down hard in the saddle.

      
      “Hold easy, Ozkar!” she hissed.

      
      Out of sight in the trees ahead, another horse whickered in fear, and Wynter scanned the shadows, searching for the riders
         she now knew were hidden there.
      

      
      At Úlfnaor’s command, the warhounds came reluctantly to stand by the horses, where they milled in place, still barking. The
         noise was deafening.
      

      
      “Ciúnas!” yelled Sólmundr, and the dogs instantly ceased their baying. Whining, they paced before their masters, their eyes fixed
         on the dark trees.
      

      
      The forest ahead remained silent, the shadows impenetrable to Wynter’s sun-blasted eyes. All around her, the Merron sat in
         tense expectation. She had no doubt that at that very moment, hidden in the trees behind her, Christopher was drawing the
         lever on his crossbow. She resisted the urge to look back over her shoulder and tried not to imagine the whine of arrows flying
         through the air, nor the dull thud of them hitting home. She forced the memory of blood-laden water and dead bodies from her
         mind, and inhaled the breeze for the telltale scent of slow-match. There was none. Good. At least no one in the trees was
         aiming a cannon at them. That was some small mercy.
      

      
      To her right, Razi ducked his head and discreetly pulled his scarf higher on his face. Wynter blessed the glaring sunshine
         that had caused them all to tug their hats low, and the swarms of flies that made covering their faces seem less furtive.
         When Razi again straightened in his saddle, she was pleased to see that the combination of hat shadow and scarf made it impossible
         to distinguish his dark skin. In his borrowed green cloak and with his remarkable height, her friend looked just like any
         other Merron warrior. Wynter hoped that her own lack of stature would not be too obvious.
      

      
      A whistle cut the air, and Wynter’s heart leapt as she recognised the signal Alberon’s allies used to identify each other.
         Úlfnaor whistled the correct reply. There was a moment’s silence from the trees, then a cultured voice called out in Southlandast.
      

      
      “So far?”
      

      
      The first part of Alberon’s password! Could they finally have reached their goal?

      
      Úlfnaor called out the reply. “And not yet there?”

      
      A rider detached himself from the shadows of the forest and brought his nervous horse to a halt by the huge boulder that edged
         the top of the path. He dipped his hat against the sunshine and squinted at the prowling dogs. The man wore no uniform, but
         his tack and weaponry were military issue and he rode a cavalry horse, which he handled well, despite it being white-eyed
         and skittish in the presence of the hounds. Wynter had no doubt that he was an officer of Jonathon’s army. She regarded him
         coolly from under the brim of her hat. An officer of Jonathon’s army, out of uniform and siding with Alberon against the King.
         How was she meant to feel about that?
      

      
      The words treacherous cur sprang readily to mind, but then Wynter thought of the dead soldiers at the river. Their blood mingling in the water, their
         loyalties split on either side of the royal divide. Each had been as certain as the others of where their duty lay. Each was
         as irretrievably dead. She forced her animosity down.Let us see what explanations this evening brings, she thought.

      
      Úlfnaor threw back his hat, allowing his long dark hair to fall across his shoulders. He shrugged back his cloak, revealing
         his tribal bracelets. Sólmundr drew his horse to his leader’s side and he too threw back his hat, shook loose his sandy hair,
         and bared his arms. For a terrible moment, Wynter thought that all the Merron would follow suit. But Hallvor and the red-headed
         brothers kept their faces covered and their hats on. Razi’s differences remained hidden.
      

      
      Úlfnaor called out in his broken Hadrish. “I Úlfnaor, Aoire an Domhain, diplomatic envoy for Royal Princess, Marguerite Shirken of Northlands. I bring paper destined for Royal Prince, Alberon
         Kingsson. I seek safe passage to his camp.”
      

      
      The officer tore his attention from the bristling warhounds and regarded Úlfnaor closely. Then his gaze moved from rider to
         rider on the trail before him. Wynter stiffened as his eyes came to Razi, but the officer paid no more heed to her friend
         than to any of the others, and when it came to her turn, he passed over Wynter without pause. He turned once more to Úlfnaor, and addressed him in excellent Hadrish.
      

      
      “You have men in the trees,” he observed.

      
      “As does you,” said Úlfnaor.

      
      The officer huffed. “Quite the travel party for a common messenger,” he said.

      
      There was a moment’s silence from Úlfnaor. When he next spoke, his voice was laden with warning. “I diplomatic envoy,” he said. “I High Lord of the Merron Peoples, entrusted by Royal Princess of Northland’s peoples for to aid in her negotiations.”
      

      
      Wynter eyed the officer carefully. Unless Alberon was running an intolerably sloppy camp, this man would have detailed instructions
         as to the treatment of each visitor: his attitude to Úlfnaor should be a calculatedly accurate reflection of the Prince’s.
      

      
      “Do forgive me,” he murmured dryly. “No offence meant.”

      
      Wynter did not like his tone. Úlfnaor regarded him coldly and did not reply.

      
      The officer gestured over his shoulder, and another horseman emerged from the trees. “My lieutenant will accompany you to
         camp. By order of his Royal Highness Prince Alberon, you are granted safe passage. You may call your hidden guard to your
         side.”
      

      
      Úlfnaor did no more than incline his head, and instantly the path behind Wynter came alive with the thud of hooves and the
         jangle of tack as the others emerged from hiding. She felt a rider draw close to her left side, their horse snorting and shaking
         its head. She glanced sideways. It was Christopher, his face covered, his eyes fixed on the trees.
      

      
      At a nod from his superior, the lieutenant wheeled his horse about and the travel party followed as he led the way into the
         forest.
      

      
      It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the gloom, and when they did, Wynter was startled to find that they were surrounded
         by soldiers. Fifteen or twenty well-armed horsemen flanked the path, watching in silence as the Merron guided their horses
         through their ranks.
      

      
      When the travellers had passed, half the soldiers turned their mounts to face the clearing. The other half began to follow
         the Merron, silently shadowing their progress through the trees. Wynter took careful note of their positions and weaponry,
         then she focused her attention to keeping track of the route.
      

      
      They travelled upwards, the ground steepening sharply, the forest thickening so that the Merron found themselves strung out
         in vulnerable single file. The soldiers guarding them were nothing but stealthy shadows in the gloom; the man leading them,
         silent and removed. Light fell in heavy pillars through the trees and Wynter noticed that it kept changing direction: first slanting in from the right, it would seem
         to swing around slowly to the left, then gradually back to the right again. We are being led in circles, she thought. She looked behind her, taking in the depth of the shadows, the impenetrable nature of the forest. They would
         never find their way back through this. Not without a guide.
      

      
      Christopher was riding behind her. He was slouched casually in his saddle, apparently paying little heed to his surroundings.
         But, just as Wynter was about to face front again, she saw him reach to his left and break a passing branch. It was a barely
         perceptible movement, but it left the branch hanging at an angle, pointed back the way they had come. Christopher met her
         startled gaze, and his eyes creased into an unmistakably sly grin.
      

      
      Eyes wide, Wynter turned forwards in the saddle. A few moments later, Sólmundr kicked out his left leg, and his boot scored
         a mark into the bark of a nearby tree. Up ahead, Hallvor ducked under an overhang. As she pushed it out of her way, the end
         of the branch got bent in two somehow; the broken piece happened to point back in the direction they had come.
      

      
      After a calculated moment, Wynter glanced back once more at Christopher. He winked at her. Wynter grinned and turned to face
         front. These people would have no trouble finding their way home, whether Alberon wanted them to or not.
      

      
      They cleared the trees suddenly and were confronted with a sturdy earthworks barricade. A squad of men stared down at them from atop its walls, crossbows at the ready, and the party found themselves neatly caught between these guards and
         the silent body of horsemen who had accompanied them through the trees.
      

      
      Without a word, Alberon’s lieutenant trotted past the sentry point and disappeared into the camp beyond. The Merron were left
         to jostle for position in the cramped space, the guards eyeing them with impassive curiosity. Wynter pushed Ozkar through
         the crowd and brought him neck to neck with Razi’s mare.
      

      
      Razi was staring through the gap in the barricade, and Wynter peered past him, trying to get a good look at Alberon’s camp.
         It seemed exceedingly well situated. Occupying a rising slope, a stream at its foot, a shaley cliff at its back, it was not
         only easily defended, it was also a position that could be easily fled, should the need arise.
      

      
      “Clever man,” murmured Razi.

      
      Wynter nodded in agreement. Clever man indeed. Albi had chosen well.

      
      She glanced at the soldiers on the barricade. They seemed well fed and highly disciplined; not at all what one would expect
         from a ragged band of rebels fleeing the King’s wrath. It would appear that her childhood friend had grown into an excellent
         leader.
      

      
      Turning her attention back to the camp, Wynter found what she was looking for on the high ground furthest from the gates:
         a square tent, bigger than the rest and set apart from the others, its only ornamentation the royal pennant that flew from
         its centre pole. She stared at it, as if her will alone could make Alberon appear from its canvas depths.
      

      
      The lieutenant returned and drew his horse into the gap. “You must disarm,” he said to Úlfnaor. “Tell your people to fix all
         their weapons to their saddles. You shall be permitted to ride through the camp, but once at the royal quarters, you must
         dismount.”
      

      
      At Úlfnaor’s nod, Sólmundr translated this and the Merron began to disarm. Christopher and Wynter drew their horses to either
         side of Razi, shielding him as best they could from the soldiers’ view, and they too began divesting themselves of their weapons.
      

      
      “I hope they do not take it in mind to search us,” murmured Christopher, lashing his katar to his saddlebag. “I doubt our
         brown lad here will pass muster as a pale lord of the North.”
      

      
      “Aye,” agreed Wynter, watching the lieutenant.

      
      At any minute she expected him to order that they uncover their faces and spread their arms for a search. But once the Merron
         had safely secured their weaponry, the lieutenant simply wheeled his horse around and led the way into the camp.
      

      
      Wynter turned to Razi in astonishment, and he looked at her across the top of his scarf, his brown eyes wide. They were to
         be let through? Just like that?
      

      
      The Merron began to make their slow and stately progress through the gap in the earthworks, but Razi and Wynter continued
         to hesitate. The only contact they’d had with Alberon since this whole thing began was the assassins that he had apparently
         sent to end Razi’s life. What kind of reception could either of them expect here, and what would he be like, this boy they
         had both loved, now a man they knew nothing of?
      

      
      Christopher drew his horse close. He looked at Razi. “Well, come on then,” he said dryly. “It’s a mite late to turn back now.”
      

      
      Razi let out a breath, long and slow. Then he straightened his shoulders, pulled his hat low to hide his face further, and
         urged his horse though the barricades and into his brother’s camp.
      

   
      
      
Alberon


      
      They were led straight through the heart of the camp, heading for the large tent which was almost certainly Alberon’s quarters.
         Wynter regarded her surroundings with wary admiration. This was no slow moving royal entourage, top-heavy with luxuries and
         cumbersome with staff. This was a lightweight, cleverly ordered military encampment. It had an air of disciplined flexibility
         to it, and she was sure that the entire settlement could be packed up and spirited away within an hour. There was a feeling
         of solid authority here, and Wynter had to admit she was impressed.
      

      
      To the left of the main thoroughfare – surrounded by soldiers’ tents and right under the watchful eye of the royal quarters
         – was a line of civilian shelters. Wynter saw the brightly coloured domes of the Haunardii yurts; she saw tents painted with Combermen icons, and a pale blue pavilion tent decorated with unicorns and other Midlander fripperies.
         She eyed these quarters with heightened unease. Haun, Midlander and Combermen. Representatives of the kingdom’s three greatest
         adversaries, come here to negotiate with Alberon behind his father’s back. It was difficult to believe there was any good explanation for that.
      

      
      The Merron travelled through the camp in stately formation, Úlfnaor and Sólmundr taking the lead. The two High Lords kept
         their heads and their arms bare, as was the Merron tradition, but in defence to Razi, the rest of the People kept their faces
         covered, their cloaks loosely hiding their rich clothes. Their sturdy Merron horses stepped as lightly as any trained Arabian,
         their giant warhounds trotting alongside with courtly discipline and disdain. Wynter did not think that any royal entourage
         could have looked more majestic.
      

      
      News of their arrival trickled through the camp, and amongst the military tents, soldiers paused in their work to stare. Men
         ducked from doors, people ran around corners to get a look. In the civilian quarters, two Combermen stood in the shade of
         their awning, watching the newcomers with suspicion. As the Merron drew near, one of the Combermen glowered at the pagan symbols
         painted on their horses, crossed himself and spat.
      

      
      There were no Haun to be seen, and their quarters seemed lifeless, the bright felt shelters heavy and motionless in the evening
         light.
      

      
      Something caught Wynter’s eye, a dark figure moving through the military tents. She leaned discreetly back to get a better
         view, then startled at the unexpected sight of a Midlander priest wending his way through the camp, a bowl in his hands. He
         cut a path between the tents and came out onto the thoroughfare ahead of the Merron party. He did not seem to notice the new
         arrivals, and Wynter saw him duck his cowled head at the low door of the blue pavilion tent and pass inside. She shuddered. As part of his diplomatic duties, Wynter’s father had been forced to spend no
         small amount of time in the Midlander court. It had left Wynter with some horrible memories of Midlander priests and their
         all too eager role in the inquisitions there.
      

      
      She glanced at Razi, regally astride his gleaming black mare, his attention on the silently waiting royal quarters. Soldiers
         were crowding the edge of the road now, unwittingly closing in on him.
      

      
      Unconsciously, Wynter’s hand dropped to the empty belt on her hip.

      
      At her side, Christopher chuckled. “I keep reaching too,” he murmured. Up ahead of them, they saw Wari’s sword hand creep
         to his own hip, then jerk back as he remembered his empty scabbard. “We look so sure of ourselves,” said Christopher, “when
         we’re naught but ducks walking on ice.”
      

      
      They were led to the base of the incline that led to the royal quarters, and the lieutenant signalled for them to halt. There
         was a moment of breathless anticipation, the Merron staring upwards, the jangle of tack and the breathy sighs of the horses
         the only sounds. At the top of the slope, the white canvas of the royal tent snapped and shivered in the faint breeze, an
         empty map table and chairs crouched darkly beneath the awning.
      

      
      Voices filtered down to them, the words indecipherable in the quiet evening air. Then the insect netting on the main entrance
         was pulled aside and two Haun ducked out. They paused as they left the shelter of the awning, pulling their brightly coloured
         hats down to shade their eyes. The youngest gazed out across the tops of the trees as if deep in thought, but his companion glanced down the hill. At the sight of the Merron, his hand froze on the brim of his hat. He murmured
         something, and the younger man looked down. He stared for a long time, his flat, honey-coloured face expressionless, his narrow
         black eyes unreadable. Then he tugged his hat lower, said something to the older Haun and led the way down the hill.
      

      
      The older man swept by with ostentatious disinterest. But the young man slowed as he approached, his eyes on the impressive
         Northern horses and Razi’s wonderful mare. Wynter smiled knowingly. The Haun were famously avaricious when it came to horses.
         Razi would do well to sleep with his reins in his hand tonight.
      

      
      As he passed her by, the young Haunardii glanced briefly into Wynter’s masked face, then walked on. Wynter swivelled in her
         saddle to keep him in sight. So that is a Haun, she thought. How strange they look up close.

      
      “ Lass …? Lass!” Christopher kicked her lightly to get her attention and she spun in the saddle, startled. “Is that him?” he whispered,
         looking uphill.
      

      
      A boy of about ten stood in the door of the royal tent – small, skinny, fine brown hair, obviously a servant. “Oh, Christopher,”
         she hissed, her heart hammering. “Have some sense! Does that look like a royal prince?”
      

      
      At a nod from the boy, the lieutenant dropped from his horse, jogged up the hill, and disappeared into the tent. The Merron
         sat in silence, waiting. A few moments later, the lieutenant reappeared. He trotted back down and stood squinting up at Úlfnaor,
         his hand shading his eyes.
      

      
      “His Royal Highness thanks you for your duty,” he said. “You may give me the papers.”

      
      Wynter’s heart dropped. Úlfnaor sat for a moment, his face a raw canvas of shock. Then his eyes hardened and he sat straighter,
         his expression cold. He said nothing.
      

      
      The lieutenant went blandly on. “You have my permission to rest your people and your horses while you await your reply. There
         will certainly be food available, should you be short of supplies.”
      

      
      He held his hand out for the papers, no trace of deference in his face. Wynter knew for certain then that he was acting on
         Alberon’s orders, and that this was a calculated snub against the Merron leader. She wondered if this was an indication of
         Albi’s attitude to Úlfnaor himself, or was it supposed to reflect his feelings for Marguerite Shirken, whom Úlfnaor represented?
      

      
      Úlfnaor remained coldly silent. Sólmundr, however, abruptly clucked his own horse forward, forcing the lieutenant back until
         he was a respectful distance from the Merron leader. Then Sól drew his mare to a halt and sat looking down on the lieutenant
         with all the scorn an eagle might show an ant.
      

      
      “This my High Lord and Shepherd, Úlfnaor, Aoire an Domhain,” he said softly. “He come bearing papers from Royal Princess Marguerite Shirken of Northlands. He come with permission granted
         to negotiate with Royal Prince Alberon of Southlands, on behalf of Princess and also on behalf of all the Merron Peoples.
         You may to announce him to your master as a leader of state and member of royal line of Merron Peoples. Then you have my permission for to escort us into Royal Prince Alberon’s presence.”
      

      
      The lieutenant faltered for a moment, and Wynter saw him calculating his options. She felt sorry for the man, caught between the Merron’s fierce nobility and his master’s orders. But when the lieutenant turned to scan the party of coldly
         staring Merron, this sympathy did not prevent Wynter from straightening like the rest of them and glowering at him with all
         the haughty disdain she could muster. The lieutenant turned on his heel and took the long walk back to Alberon’s tent.
      

      
      Once the soldier had disappeared from sight, Úlfnaor turned to look Razi in the eye. The question was plain in his face: if this goes the way we thought it would, shall I do as we discussed? Razi nodded, and Úlfnaor turned front as the lieutenant made yet another appearance. There was someone with him, and Wynter’s
         heart bumped when she recognised who it was. Oliver! Dear God, it was Oliver. Razi’s hands tightened on the pommel of his
         saddle, and Wynter saw him lean forward slightly, as the man they had called “uncle” began making his way down the slope towards
         them.
      

      
      It was five years since Wynter had last seen Oliver, but he was much as she remembered him. He was shorter than King Jonathon,
         his dark hair fine and straight, but he had the same vivid blue eyes as his royal cousin, the same athletic build. He was
         thin now, though, his face older than it should be, his eyes strained. Wynter watched as Oliver approached the waiting Merron,
         and she remembered with sadness all this man’s great kindness, all his sly sense of fun. They had been such fast friends,
         Oliver, Jonathon and her father. He had been such a loyal subject. What had happened to cause him to plot in secret against
         his King, and to welcome Jonathon’s enemies to his table?
      

      
      Oliver came to stand by Sólmundr’s horse, and Wynter felt cold determination close over her heart and seal off her fond memories. “uncle” or not, this man was now a traitor to
         Jonathon’s throne. He had knowingly acted against the King, and he had enticed the King’s heir to do the same. At the very
         least, he had a lot of explaining to do.
      

      
      “You refuse to hand over the royal papers?” Oliver asked, his Hadrish flawless, his cultured voice cold.

      
      Sólmundr began to reply, but Úlfnaor raised his hand to silence him. The warrior bowed to his leader and drew his horse back
         into formation.
      

      
      “I feel certain in my heart that there has been mistake in carrying my introduction to the Royal Prince,” said Úlfnaor quietly.
         “I certain of this, because if Royal Prince knowed that I am diplomatic envoy for Royal Princess, come with full permission
         also to negotiate for my Peoples, he would have greet me with honour and treat me with respect, as one head of state to another,
         with the grace and nobility worthy of man destined to be king of his peoples.” Oliver pursed his lips at this, and Úlfnaor
         knowingly held his eyes. “And so,” he continued. “I allow my second again to introduce me, knowing that, this time, there
         will be no more mistake.”
      

      
      Sólmundr once again clucked his horse forward. He once again made his introductions, and the Merron once again waited. This
         time, Oliver bowed and the lieutenant smoothly followed his lead.
      

      
      “Lord Úlfnaor,” said Oliver, still bent at the waist. “Forgive me. We had been told to expect a simple messenger, not a diplomatic
         representative. I fear we are ill-prepared. Had the Royal Prince understood …”
      

      
      “It not matter. I forgive. We go on.”

      
      Oliver straightened. “Unfortunately, his Royal Highness is very busy. He begs that you forgive him this, asks that you hand
         over the papers and says that he will speak with you as soon as time allows.”
      

      
      Wynter briefly closed her eyes and shook her head. So, that was how it was to be. After all he had done to get here, after
         everything he been forced to sacrifice, it was quite clear that Úlfnaor was never destined to get his audience. He would never
         have the chance to negotiate on behalf of his people. He was to be a messenger in all but name, and Shirken would laugh behind
         her sleeve to the very end.
      

      
      There was a long, empty silence, during which time Úlfnaor sat heavy in his saddle, and Sól stared blindly out at the trees.

      
      “I will come to royal tent,” said Úlfnaor at last. “I will hand papers myself, as is my duty. Then you will show my party
         to our quarters and I will await the Prince’s pleasure.”
      

      
      Oliver blinked in surprise. He had been expecting wounded pride perhaps, had been anticipating an argument. He went to speak,
         seemed to think better of it, nodded and gestured that the Merron should dismount and follow him up the hill.
      

      
      Christopher fell into place at Wynter’s side and they strode forward to flank Razi as the party trudged through the last of
         the daylight to Alberon’s silently waiting tent. At the royal quarters, Úlfnaor and Sól went forward with the papers. The
         rest of the Merron closed ranks around Razi, shielding him from sight and obscuring Wynter’s view of the tent. She heard Oliver’s
         voice as he announced the Merron lords.
      

      
      “Your Royal Highness, I present Lord Úlfnaor, Aoire of the Merron People, emissary from her Royal Highness Princess Marguerite of the Northlands.”
      

      
      This was greeted with silence, during which Wynter imagined Alberon stepping into the sunlight, Úlfnaor and Sól kneeling in
         the dust, Úlfnaor holding out the package of letters. She imagined Alberon reaching forward and taking it. She tried to picture
         him as something more than the boy she’d known. In her mind, she tried to form him into a man. But nothing came to her, nothing
         but a clear image of him as she had last seen him, a ten-year-old boy standing in a doorway, the bright sun in his hair, his
         hand raised in farewell – her final sight of him as she had ridden away from the palace. She waited for his voice, wondering
         if she’d know it. He did not speak.
      

      
      Instead Oliver said, “His Highness thanks you.”

      
      At Wynter’s side, Razi held his breath, waiting. She resisted the urge to take his hand. The wall of cloaked and masked Merron
         were blocking their view, and Wynter felt closed in by them. She could not breathe. She longed to push them all aside and
         pull the scarf from her face. She longed to shout, Albi! It’s us! It’s Wyn and Razi! We are here! She glanced at Christopher, standing to Razi’s left. His hands were clenched.
      

      
      Úlfnaor’s voice rang out suddenly, his tone urgent, as though Alberon had begun to turn and the Merron leader wished to prevent
         him leaving. “Your Royal Highness! I have other package for you. It also my duty to deliver into your hands.”
      

      
      There was a pause, as if the Prince was taking his time turning back. A surprisingly deep voice said, “Another package?”

      
      Razi took off his hat and scarf. He let the Merron cloak drop from his shoulders. He lifted his head. The Merron parted ranks,
         and the brothers were finally revealed to each other.
      

      
      Alberon stood with his hand shading his eyes, puzzled. It took him a moment to comprehend, then he stepped forward, his face
         opening in surprise. His hand dropped to his side. His full lips curved into a smile. He whispered, “Razi.”
      

      
      Wynter gazed at him in wonder, and the world narrowed to just that moment, to just him. Alberon. She hardly registered Oliver
         bellowing for the guards, barely felt the Merron close in again to protect Razi. The clatter of the approaching soldiers was
         just a faint echo on the air.
      

      
      Alberon. Alberon was here.

      
      He is so tall, she thought in amazement. And indeed he was, tall as Razi, and strongly built, the bounding athleticism of their father
         evident in his broad shoulders and solid body. His previously curling hair was shorn to a choppy red-blond thatch, his pale
         eyebrows stark against his sun-browned skin. But his eyes were still the same, his vivid blue eyes under those sleepy lids.
         Still Albi. Still him.
      

      
      Wynter felt a smile begin on her lips, but even as she went to step forward, Alberon’s face closed up, his brows drew down,
         and his court mask slipped smoothly into place. No longer the lost brother, no longer the childhood friend, it was a prince
         who now stood before her, and the expression on his face brought Wynter to a standstill. As Alberon lowered his chin and eyed
         Razi across the dust-laden air, Wynter felt a cold certainty that it was not a brother he saw, but a potential rival and a
         suspected adversary in his recent struggle with the King.
      

      
      The sound of the advancing soldiers slammed into Wynter’s consciousness. The Merron jostled close as they crowded around Razi.
         The warhounds began barking, and Úlfnaor yelled at them, “Tarraingígí siar!” Someone amongst the advancing soldiers shouted, “Shoot those damned dogs!”
      

      
      Without taking his eyes from his half-brother, Alberon lifted his hand and cried, “Enough!” At his voice, the soldiers came to a jangling halt.
      

      
      In the relative silence, the warhounds’ growls were very obvious. Sól murmured, “Tóg go bog é,” and the big dogs stilled. The late evening air filled with the shuffling of feet and the murmuring of anxious men. There
         was a dangerous edge to the sound, the nervous anticipation of battle. When Razi cleared his throat and stepped from the protective
         circle of the Merron, Wynter physically had to prevent herself from pulling him back.
      

      
      He walked into the open and spread his arms to show that he was unarmed.

      
      “Your Royal Highness,” he called, “the Lord Razi begs permission to come forward and address you.”

      
      Wynter regarded Alberon tensely. This was a calculated beginning on Razi’s part. It established both Razi’s recognition of
         Alberon as rightful heir to the throne, and Razi’s acceptance of himself as nothing more than a lord. With these few simple
         words, Alberon, and more importantly, Alberon’s men, had been assured that Razi had no pretensions to the throne.
      

      
      Alberon nodded coolly, and Razi walked forward to kneel in the dust at his brother’s feet.

      
      Wynter shifted her weight. Beside her, Christopher stood in lethal stillness, his grey eyes fierce within the shadows of his scarf. Razi’s instructions, should Alberon simply
         decide to strike his head from his shoulders, were for the two of them to hide amongst the Merron, then slink quietly away.
         When Razi had told them this, Wynter and Christopher had eyed each other and mutually held their peace. Neither of them had
         any intention of slinking quietly away.
      

      
      “Your Royal Highness,” said Razi, “I come to you in the name of his Majesty, the Good King Jonathon, and offer my service
         as envoy and ambassador, should your Royal Highness so choose to make use of me.”
      

      
      Here we have it, thought Wynter, her heart pounding. Here it is.
      

      
      Razi had just made it known that he had come in the name of the King. He had just knelt, unarmed and defenceless, at Alberon’s
         feet, and told him that he would not aid him in his opposition of the crown. Wynter held her breath. Alberon now had two choices:
         he could take this opportunity to open dialogue with his father, or he could strike the head from his half-brother and thereby
         rid himself of the only other successor to Jonathon’s throne.
      

      
      Alberon spoke without looking up from his brother’s bowed head. “Clear the tent,” he said, addressing Oliver in Southlandast.

      
      Oliver faltered. “Your Highness, I don’t think …”

      
      “Oliver. Clear the tent.”

      
      Reluctantly, Oliver disappeared into the royal quarters, almost immediately reappearing with the servant boy, a secretary
         and a royal guardsman in tow.
      

      
      Alberon jerked his head at the staff, and they retreated to join the waiting soldiers. “Come in,” he said, and without waiting for Razi to rise, turned on his heel and disappeared inside.
      

      
      Oliver strode quickly after him.

      
      Stunned, Razi remained on his knees for a moment. Then he got uncertainly to his feet and followed Oliver inside. Wynter glanced
         at Christopher. Just as the shadows of the interior swallowed their friend, the two of them dashed across the sun-baked ground
         and ran in the door before any of the guards could stop them.
      

      
      Wynter slid into dimness, startling Razi and Alberon. The brothers leapt apart. Alberon, swiping tears from his eyes, drew
         his sword and pushed himself ahead of the unarmed Razi. The interior of the tent was filled with shadows as bellowing men
         rushed the door. Christopher spun to face them and Oliver leapt at him, a knife in his hand.
      

      
      Razi pulled the knight back, yelling, “No, Oliver! Stop! Albi, it is Wynter! It is Wyn!”

      
      Wynter ripped her scarf aside, and Alberon, his sword poised to strike her, jerked to a halt, staring in disbelief. “Wyn!”
         he cried.
      

      
      Soldiers shoved their way into the tent, snarling in anger, weapons raised. They advanced on Christopher, and Alberon waved
         them away, all his attention on Wynter.
      

      
      “It is fine,” he said. “You lot can go …”

      
      The soldiers hesitated, eyeing Christopher who glared dangerously at them, his fists raised. Alberon finally tore his eyes
         from Wynter, took in his men’s posturing, and yelled in sudden anger.
      

      
      “Oh, get out! Out for Christssake, you useless chards! They could have killed me twice over if they had wished! Get out!” The men retreated in shame, and Alberon immediately turned back to Wynter, his face transformed with joy. “Wyn!” he yelled, slamming his sword into his scabbard. “Look at you!”
      

      
      To Wynter’s shock, he took her face between his hands and stooped to kiss her. First on the mouth, then on the forehead, then
         on both cheeks, each kiss harder than the last. Then he grabbed her around the waist and spun her until she was breathless.
      

      
      “Look at you!” he shouted. “Look at you! My little sister! Still no taller than a thumb, but all grown up nonetheless!”

      
      He dropped her suddenly, and turned once more to his brother. Wynter staggered, and Christopher came forward, steadying her
         with his hand on her back. She blinked, dazed, and watched in numb disbelief as Alberon grabbed Razi’s face, looked him in
         the eyes, laughed again and pulled him into a fierce hug.
      

      
      “He sent you! I knew he would! I knew it! I knew the stubborn old bull wouldn’t hold out long once you’d come home! I knew
         you’d make him listen!” He grabbed the back of Razi’s head, knotting his fingers in his brother’s curls. “Oh, but it was a
         cruel ruse,” he said, his voice suddenly hoarse. “For him to make me think you were dead. That was too cruel, Razi. It was
         too cruel …” Razi’s face creased up at that, and he squeezed his brother tight. “It was too cruel,” whispered Alberon,
         and that was the last he said for a while, words being too much for any of them.
      

   
      
      
His Royal Highness


      
      Oliver’s sword came down to tap Christopher’s hand. “You would do well to unhand the lady,” he said softly, and he pressed
         the flat of his sword against Christopher’s arm until he had pushed the young man’s hand from Wynter’s waist.
      

      
      Christopher stepped back, arms spread, and Oliver gestured with his sword that he should back away from Wynter. Christopher
         looked at her, uncertain. She saw the surprise in his eyes when she didn’t immediately defend him, and her heart dropped.
      

      
      On the trail it had been so easy to forget their differences. They had been just Christopher and Iseult, and for what had
         felt like the longest time, that had been all that mattered. There had never been time to discuss this return to court life,
         and Wynter had always assumed that Christopher would simply adapt to it. In a sudden rush of panic and regret, she realised
         that they had left far too many things unsaid, and now it was too late. She stared at him, her face a cool mask, the memory
         of their last kiss still ghosted upon her lips, and she prayed that Christopher would play along until they had time to talk
         things through. But Christopher’s clear grey eyes hardened, his chin lowered, and Wynter’s heart squeezed in alarm as she realised
         that he was going to say something both of them would regret.
      

      
      Alberon’s dry laugh saved them. Wiping his eyes, he looked Christopher up and down in tolerant amusement and addressed Oliver
         in Southlandast.
      

      
      “Go easy on him, Sir Knight,” he said. “These fellows have not the sense of propriety one might desire. The poor savage probably
         thinks he’s gaining favour by protecting Razi’s woman – forgive my crudeness, Wyn.”
      

      
      “Alberon …” warned Razi.

      
      “Oliver, why don’t you take him out to those others,” continued Alberon. “Get them something to gnaw on and somewhere to squat
         down until I am ready to deal with them.”
      

      
      “Alberon …” said Wynter quietly.

      
      “Actually,” interrupted Christopher, uncovering his face, “this savage would prefer to stay, until the Lord Razi tells him
         otherwise.”
      

      
      There was a moment of strained silence as Alberon registered the fact that Christopher spoke perfect South-landast.

      
      “Freeman Christopher Garron is my second, your Highness,” said Razi. “My bodyguard. As well as a very good friend.”

      
      “A friend,” said Alberon. The Prince regarded Christopher coolly, his clothes, his bracelets. His eyes faltered on Christopher’s
         horribly mutilated hands, then rose smoothly to Christopher’s face. “Your Southlandast is excellent, Freeman Garron.”
      

      
      “Thank you, your Highness,” said Christopher flatly.
      

      
      Bow, thought Wynter. Bow, damn it. But, of course, he didn’t.
      

      
      “Do the others speak Southlandast?” asked Alberon. “It seems underhanded to conceal the fact if they do. I had expected to
         deal with the Princess’s messengers via Garmain; ‘twas a surprise to find these folk speak only Hadrish, and so poorly at
         that. Though, perhaps … ?” he looked uncertainly at Christopher, doubt evident in his expression. “Perhaps you are their
         translator?”
      

      
      Christopher glared, that dangerous pride rising in his face. “I have no doubt that the Merron lords speak Garmain with every
         fluency,” he said. “They chose to speak Hadrish out of deference to the Lord Razi. He speaks neither Garmain nor the Merron
         tongue, and the Merron would consider it below their dignity as noblemen to indulge in a conversation that one of their party
         could not understand.”
      

      
      If Alberon felt the sting of that he did not let it show. “I see,” he said. He glanced back at Razi, spent a brief moment
         in contemplation, then turned to Oliver. “Go out now and thank the Merron leader for his duty to my brother. Tell him that
         I am pleased. Find accommodation for him and for his entourage … make it good accommodation.”
      

      
      Oliver hesitated. He glanced at Christopher, then murmured, “There are no accommodations, your Highness.”
      

      
      Alberon sighed. “Just double up the men somehow. Commandeer some tents. I want those people settled by nightfall, Oliver.
         I have no desire to set them above their station, but if they are to stay, I want them where I can see them. You, Freeman, go with Sir Oliver. Keep an eye on your people; report back to him if there is discontent.”
      

      
      Christopher stiffened. “I ain’t no spy,” he hissed.

      
      “Christopher,” Razi’s quiet voice drew everyone’s attention to him, “it would probably be wise that you help the Merron get
         settled.” Christopher held his eyes. “The Protector Lady and I will be safe,” said Razi, smiling gently. “Thank you, friend.”
      

      
      Christopher flicked a glance at Wynter, and she nodded to let him know that she would be fine. She tried to soften her face, tried to smile and seem warmly grateful like Razi, but she had the horrible feeling that she
         looked as though she were haughtily dismissing a servant. Christopher compressed his mouth, staring at her. Then he gave Alberon
         one last suspicious glare, bowed stiffly and stalked out the door. Wynter did not turn her head to watch him exit the tent.
      

      
      Oliver loitered unhappily, his eyes hopping from brother to brother.

      
      “Shoo!” said Alberon with a smile. “Out! I shall write you a full report by morning.”

      
      Oliver gave him a tight-jawed look, bowed and left, leaving Wynter, Razi and Alberon alone.

      
      The three of them stood still for a moment as the light within the tent flickered and danced with the movement of the men
         outside. Dust filtered through the open door, hazing the air as the soldiers retreated. Two long shadows fell against the
         canvas as Alberon’s personal guard took position at the awning. It grew quiet.
      

      
      The little boy servant came and peeped in at the door. Alberon smiled at him.

      
      “Small ale, Anthony, please. Some cheese and … is there bread?”
      

      
      The boy nodded, and Alberon waved him away. They listened to him scamper off, then Alberon turned to his family. “How shall
         we do this?” he asked softly. “So many things …” He looked to Razi. “I should like to finish my negotiations, Razi. Before
         we go back. I had always planned to bring it to him, a fait accompli, and there is still much to do. Though all is nearly ready.”
      

      
      Razi stood with his back to a small dark-wood folding table. He reached behind him and placed his fingertips on the scarred
         surface, as if to anchor himself. “The King did not send me,” he admitted. Alberon’s face immediately lost its warmth. Razi
         pressed on. “Father has told me nothing of you, nor of what you have done. I have come in secret, without his permission,
         in the hope that I may reconcile you to each other … before this goes beyond repair.”
      

      
      Alberon shook his head in what Wynter could only interpret as grim disapproval. “Well,” he said. “Well, well. So, you play
         the politician even with me, do you, brother? I had hoped you would leave such games behind you in the Moroccos. I had hoped
         that you at least would talk to me as a man – straight and true.”
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