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In the spring of 1341 a fierce and determined army crossed the border of Lusara intent on taking the country by the end of summer. Lusara, savaged by years of internal bloodshed between the Houses, could do little to halt the invaders as they marched east. Gathering their forces together, the loyal magnates fought a great battle on the fields of Nanmoor and while many died, no clear victory was won by either side. Weeks later, as dawn rose over Seluth Common, the armies faced each other again and this time there was no quarter called. By sunset, Lusara, the oldest of the Seven Nations and never before humbled by an invading army, was conquered.


Of her soldiers, many were killed on the field of battle. Some died from treachery while a few survived only to be executed at the hands of the conqueror. Still fewer lived to see the years that followed, and of those that did survive, most were old men or mere boys. With the king dead, the country taken and the greatest lords shackled by the conqueror, Lusara withdrew in upon herself, yearning only to survive. An uncomfortable peace settled on the country under the crushing rule of the conqueror. He, like all such men before him, believed the people were broken, their will destroyed. With no one left to challenge him, his victory was secure.


However, it was to be another man who would decide the true destiny of Lusara, a man who carried within him a terrible secret. But, as these things go at the hands of fate, Lusara’s greatest hero was not to rise until many years after that last battle had been fought – and lost.


Excerpt from The Secret History of Lusara
Ruel







I know I am
the wanderer of all the ways of all the worlds
to whom the sunshine and the rain are one
and one to stay or hasten because he knows no ending of the way
no home, no goal


CHRISTOPHER BRENNEN








Prologue


In a tiny cove on the southern coast of Lusara an old man waited by the rocks for a signal. It was a black, bitter night plagued by howling winds which drove the rain on to his back and through his woollen cloak. His hands, wrapped up against the cold, were thrust under his arms while he shifted from one foot to the other to keep his blood moving.


The old man kept watch. His eyes darted from the cliffs opposite to the inky blackness out at sea. But there was nothing there, only the occasional white cap catching a splinter of moonlight as the stormclouds tumbled across the sky.


Though the fishing port of Aaran stood not half a league away, his little cove was hidden by the wall of cliffs which sheltered him from the worst of the wind. But while the cliffs protected him, they could not prevent the coastal patrol from riding this way – even on a night like this. And they had been here once already, not long after dark. They’d not seen the old man then, no – but they would be back. And if they came when …


‘Damn you, Dunlorn! By the gods, I hope you’re out there somewhere!’ He hissed in a breath, pulled his hood about his face, then began to chuckle. ‘Well, Dalzie Kerr, you old fool, now you’re beginning to talk to yourself as well. Things are getting bad indeed!’


Once again he squinted up at the cliffs. There was just enough moonlight to be sure he was completely alone. Not even the gulls were out tonight. There was no sign of the patrol.


His eyes then scanned the ocean. It was like looking into the pits of hell, where only the gods themselves could say what demons dwelt there. But as he watched, the unbroken gloom gave up a single, solitary offering. A bleak yellow lantern, almost invisible in the driving rain.


Without thinking, Dalzie started forward, leaving the shelter of the cliff. He stumbled across the sands to the water’s edge. Gradually, a blacker, more solid form emerged before him. A boat.


As it came aground he reached forward to grab the bow. There were five or six men in the boat, one of whom jumped out and helped him hold it firm. Then a voice called out to him, shouting over the wind.


‘Sorry to get you out in this weather! We would have been here hours ago but I think the ship’s captain got lost!’


Dalzie knew that voice. In a moment of panic, he turned again to peer at the ridge. If that patrol were to return now, all would be lost.


Someone landed on the beach beside him and Dalzie caught sight of the young face, the sunny smile. Micah Maclean. He smiled, but Dalzie couldn’t voice a welcome. Instead he turned back to the boat as a second figure jumped down. The man’s face was shrouded by the hood of a raven-coloured cloak which seemed immune to the wind. Dalzie knew he should turn now and lead them up the beach to the cave. The boat was leaving; he heard the splash of oars and felt the bow lurch away from his hands, but still he could not take his eyes from the second man. Hope and expectation tumbled together inside him, leaving his stomach cold and unsettled. Hope was tainted by apprehension.


Then he heard a voice speak low and clear under the storm, a voice both familiar and forbidding at the same time.


‘Come, old friend. Let us move.’


At that moment, the wind changed direction, lifted the side of the cloak hood. For just a brief second, Dalzie glimpsed a lean and weathered face.


He’d come back. After three years of self-imposed exile, Robert Douglas, Earl of Dunlorn had finally returned to Lusara.


Dalzie led them up the beach to the eastern cliff and the cave he’d used many times over the years. He had food waiting and a brazier lit. Maclean dumped the bags on the floor and warmed his hands by the blaze, but Dunlorn remained outside, his back to the cave, his face towards the heavens.


From the shelter of the cave mouth, Dalzie watched him, not knowing what to do. Then the young Maclean joined him, his curly red hair dripping with rain. As he rubbed his hands and face with a slip of rough linen, Maclean said, ‘Don’t worry about him. It’s just that … well, he never thought he’d come back.’


Dalzie nodded slowly. ‘Then he’s not the only one. What will the King say? And the Guilde? The Proctor still wants your master’s blood. Does Dunlorn think they will welcome him so easily back to court? Does he believe he can return to his favoured position? If he does, then he’s mistaken. The Guilde will hound him to his grave the moment they know of his return. I should warn you too, there is still some talk about the death of his lady wife. By the gods, Micah,’ Dalzie turned to the young man beside him, ‘Dunlorn challenged the Guilde before the King and lost his seat on the council as a result. But there are still some who say that his hasty departure was more to do with the curious manner in which the lady died. Tell me, my friend, is Dunlorn blind?’


Maclean raised his eyebrows at that. With callused hands he smoothed the hair away from his face and replied with a shrug, ‘My master is many things, Dalzie, but he is not blind. He has determined to have nothing more to do with the court or the Guilde. He believes they will be content to leave him be. As to Lady Berenice? You know my master and you know there’s no truth in those stories.’


The old man knitted his brows together and only grunted. Caution drew his eyes back to the cliffs outside and the man who stood in full view of them. ‘This is ridiculous,’ he hissed, then raised his voice in competition with the storm. ‘Come inside, my lord! The patrols could return at any minute!’


Dunlorn turned slowly, his face in shadow. Then he was at the cave mouth, pulling the hood back, removing his cloak.


He had changed, Dalzie noted with little surprise. Dunlorn was still a young man, only twenty-eight, but it was sometimes difficult to remember he was not older. His dark hair was shoulder-length now, tousled by the wind. The straight nose, full mouth and firm jaw were animated by the faintest hint of a smile. That smile, however, did not reach to the cool green eyes which studied Dalzie. Dalzie shifted under such scrutiny, feeling more than a little uncomfortable. He remembered that gaze more precisely than anything else about the legendary Earl.


Dalzie jutted out his jaw and tried hard not to be intimidated. ‘You had to choose a night like this, didn’t you, my lord. You know how bad the autumn storms get. You could have drowned crossing the gulf. Why couldn’t you wait until spring?’


Dunlorn rewarded him with a smile, abruptly changing his whole face. The deep lines which had been there moments ago vanished. In their place was the familiar easy charm, the quiet confidence Dalzie remembered. He moved further into the cave. ‘Spring was not suitable. We’ll need horses and supplies, Dalzie, if you can help us a bit more. I want to leave tomorrow. We have a long way to go if we’re to cross the mountains before the first snow.’


‘Of course,’ Dalzie nodded absently. He moved closer to the brazier but didn’t take his eyes from Dunlorn. ‘You must know they won’t leave you alone. Hatred is a bitter thing for the likes of Vaughn. And things have changed since you left.’


‘How?’


‘The Guilde has spread its Halls throughout the country. You cannot help but encounter them on your way back to Dunlorn. Every day their grip tightens on Lusara. The people will expect you to …’


‘I know, old friend, I know.’ Once again, Dunlorn smiled. ‘But they’ll have to expect help from somewhere else. I have already done all I can. What little I did do only made things worse. Do not fear, Dalzie, you will hear no more stories about me.’


Dalzie was not comforted at all, but as the wind beat across the cave opening, he turned his mind to hot food and wine and tried to forget the shadow around Dunlorn’s eyes.


Outside, the rain thundered on to the beach. When the patrol passed by moments later, they were weary and wet and harassed by the storm. They travelled along the top of the cliffs with thoughts only of home and warmth and so did not notice the glow from the cave and never discovered who was hidden inside.





1



‘Your Grace?’


Rosalind gave no sign that she’d heard, even though the voice had startled her. Other words, sinister and secret, still echoed in her mind. A whispered conversation overheard through the door behind her. A conversation she was never supposed to hear.


Numb with shock, Rosalind kept her eyes on the view from the window. The knotted garden below had paid the price of autumn. Servants swept along the rows of lavender, under the peach trees in the north corner and around the old well. Once teeming with a confusion of summer colour, the garden was now grey, its life sapped away into the cold earth. In a few weeks even the grey would be gone, wiped clean with the first snows of winter.


‘I’m sorry to disturb you, Your Grace, but I came to look for you. There are but a few minutes before the reception and you are not yet dressed to meet the ambassador from Mayenne. You must not be late.’


Rosalind turned away from the window and folded her hands together. Years of harsh lessons learned at this unforgiving court kept her hands steady, her face calm. But stern-faced Camilla was waiting, Lady Camilla Murray; gentlewoman to the Queen – and spy for the King.


With an obedient nod Rosalind led Camilla down the passage. She didn’t hurry, even though a voice inside her screamed to run before anyone came through that door and found her there. That same voice urged her to warn them, now, before it was too late. Tell someone, do something …


Who? Who could she tell? Who would listen to her?


It was a short walk to her apartments, a walk that gave her too little time to think, to plan. But who was she to trust? Certainly none of her ladies, nor even her Confessor. All those served Selar and her warning would be deemed nothing less than treason.


The fire in her dressing room was built up against the chill wind rattling the window casements. Camilla wasted no time, immediately bringing water for Rosalind to wash, a comb for her hair, the finest clothes for her to wear. She was diligent in the execution of her duties – all of them. If Rosalind gave the slightest sign that something was amiss, she would be lost.


She stood still as Camilla and the other ladies fussed over her. If only she had more time, more help. So much depended on her – and yet she had no one. Of course, Selar had arranged it so. Twelve years as Queen in name only. By the gods, even her friends had deserted her over the years. It didn’t matter that she was born of the great House of MacKenna, was mother of the heir to the throne. She was nothing to this court, nothing more than a symbol of unity between Lusara and the man who had raped her country and stolen the crown. She was a traitor Queen, her son a bastard heir.


‘Is my sister still with the children?’ The words were out before she thought them through. But no matter, her instincts guided her – perhaps Samah could get word to somebody.


‘Lady Samah is in the nursery, Your Grace,’ Camilla replied with a frown.


‘Will you ask her to join me for supper, after this reception?’ Yes, that was it. Samah would not leave for her priory until tomorrow. She would have time to help before then. But could Rosalind endanger her with this?


‘Certainly, Your Grace.’ Finished with her work, Camilla stood back and held up a polished mirror.


Rosalind barely glanced at the mirror at first – then paused to take another careful look. At twenty-seven she was still young enough to be seen as an adornment. Her auburn hair shone with glints of gold, her hazel eyes retained the clarity of her father’s gaze. She’d once been pretty, but Rosalind felt those days were long gone. Now, perhaps, she was merely handsome and soon – soon she would be old and plain. But plain or no, she was still Queen and would hold herself with pride, impress upon this loathsome envoy from Mayenne the dignity which still dwelt within the hearts of all true Lusarans.


Even if it seemed the gods had finally deserted them.


Sweet Mineah, help me through this. Help me face that man!


With two of her ladies following, Rosalind descended through the castle until she reached the great hall. It was all but deserted since this first reception was to be a small gathering without the full court as witness. In silence, Rosalind passed under the heraldic banners hanging from the vaulted roof and paused before a carved ebony door. The guards on either side bowed and pushed the door open, then stood aside for her to pass. Respect for the crown she wore and nothing else.


There were a dozen men in the room beyond and all eyes turned to her as she entered. Almost the full council. Chancellor Dai Ingram, a small, mousy man, stood by the window, the Duke of Ayr, Tiege Eachern, at his side. A maternal cousin of Selar’s, Eachern had followed him into the first battles of the conquest, distinguishing himself on the field as a ruthless and bloodthirsty warrior. Eachern’s courtly clothes were of the finest quality, brutally at odds with his stocky neck and bullish head. With hair cropped close for battle, the Duke would never look anything other than what he was – in direct contrast to the man who stood beside him. George, Earl of Kandar, was Eachern’s cousin but, with the exception of his grey eyes, looked nothing like him. Tall, fine and fair-haired, George was every inch the courtier – and the only person at court who treated Rosalind with any respect. But respect or no, Rosalind could never trust him with her secret. His whole career was bound up with Selar, his allegiance devoted.


And what of the two men who stood beyond the table? Duke Donal McGlashen and the young Earl Payne. These two were all that was left of the old order, the last of the great Houses of Lusara still represented on the council. They watched her with a mixture of kindness and wariness; their own positions were too tenuous to afford Rosalind any hope.


A swirl of bright yellow caught her eye and she turned towards the fire. There he was. Proctor Vaughn, resplendent in the formal robes of his beloved Guilde and with him, two of his governors, Osbert and Lewis. Vaughn’s long, hawk-like face was creased in a smile but there was no warmth in there, merely the absence of soul. Rosalind felt nothing but repugnance and frantically tried to still the memory of those words he’d uttered behind that door.


Other men, richly attired, stood with Vaughn by the fire, but her attention was caught by Selar, who strode across the room towards her, a smile on his striking face.


‘Rosalind, my dear, how kind of you to join us!’ He took her hand and led her forward. ‘Come, allow me to present my brother’s emissary. His Grace, the Duke Ogiers, represents Tirone in these discussions and has travelled long and hard to do his duty.’


Stunned, Rosalind held out her hand to the Duke. He took it, bowed over it, brushed his lips across her fingers – but all the while, Rosalind couldn’t take her eyes off Selar. Why had he greeted her so warmly? He’d hardly spoken to her over the last year! What game was he playing? Was she supposed to play along? And why …


‘My dear,’ Selar continued, taking her hand and tucking it in the crook of his arm, ‘His Grace tells me he has brought gifts for us, you and my children. They arrive in his baggage train tomorrow. Do you not think that was most gracious of him?’


Yes, she was expected to play along. With a distracted nod, Rosalind produced a smile from somewhere, ‘Yes, my lord. Most gracious.’


Selar led her to a seat by the fire but kept hold of her hand. Rosalind wanted to snatch it from him, demand to know what was going on. The others knew, Selar’s councillors. Not one of them showed the slightest surprise. They must have been warned what to expect. But why?


It was all a show for Ogiers – for Tirone. Selar was Tirone’s younger brother, but had despised him all his life. Blindly ambitious, Selar had made no secret of his desire to displace Tirone from the throne of Mayenne – which was why, when the opportunity came, Tirone had helped Selar to invade Lusara. With a new country to subdue and rule, Selar would stay out of Mayenne and leave Tirone alone. Once the conquest was complete, Tirone had severed all relations with his brother and a stiff silence had existed between them for the last thirteen years.


So why this sudden embassy? Why was Selar trying to impress Ogiers with this façade of a happy and united family? What was he doing? Would Ogiers believe it?


The discussions continued on around her but she couldn’t concentrate on their words. Powerless, Rosalind sat there, her skin crawling in Selar’s grasp. Now, more than ever, she must find a way to pass on what she’d heard.


Selar’s voice intruded on her thoughts. She turned to look at him. His blue eyes were alight, his gestures animated. The cobalt robe he wore suited his blond colouring, his hair fashionably long, his beard neatly trimmed. The tallest man in the room, Selar dominated the conversation as he liked to dominate everything around him. His passion for power was surpassed only by his determination to achieve it.


‘And so, my lord, do you have any news for us regarding these raiders?’ Selar took the cup of wine Payne offered and raised it in mock salute. ‘I must say, I was somewhat dismayed to find a Mayenne sergeant amongst their number. It was a pity the man died with the rest of his band. I had hoped to find out more about him.’


The Envoy’s dark eyes glittered but he did not pause in his response. ‘I have no concrete information, Sire. Without a name, we are unable to trace his origins. I would suspect he is nothing more than a deserter, seeking his fortune by means of these raids which plague your borders. I assure you my King will do everything within his power to find out all he can.’


‘So I am not to believe the rumours I have heard?’


‘Rumours, Sire?’


Selar took a sip of his wine, ‘That these raids are the work of your King.’


Ogiers shook his head in confusion, ‘To what end, Sire?’


‘That he might bring about instability within my kingdom – in the same way the Troubles affected it fifteen years ago. It was that instability that let me conquer Lusara in the first place. Is it not possible that Tirone wishes to do the same to me now?’


His face frozen, Ogiers bowed stiffly. ‘My King has no designs on your crown, Sire. My embassy here is, as I have said, primarily to extinguish all paths of misunderstanding between our countries. This has been his desire for several years but only now has Your Majesty permitted this visit. I assure you, my King wishes only peace between us.’


‘An admirable desire,’ Selar replied curtly, then softened it with a smile. ‘To that end, I have decided to accede to his request on the matter of your embassy. You are indeed welcome to winter with us. When spring comes you may return to Tirone and assure him of our own desire for peace.’


‘Your Majesty is most wise …’


For the third time that day, Rosalind was stunned into silence – only now desperate denial stung her every thought. It could not be. She must have misread Selar, must have missed something vital in their conversation. Was he actually going to allow Ogiers – his brother’s spy – to winter within the walls of Marsay? What had come over him? And was this connected to what she’d heard earlier? Why even—


By the gods!


Selar was actually going to do it. After thirteen years, he was finally planning to go through with it. He must be mad!


He must be stopped.


Calmly now, Rosalind turned an attentive face towards the lords and listened carefully. She would find someone to tell, someone who could do something.


With treason in her heart, she could only hope her courage ran as deep as her horror.


*


The Guilde chapel fell almost silent as the last of the initiates filed out. In their absence, Osbert couldn’t help glancing up again at the south transept window, which glowed with the first sunlight they’d had for a week. The stained glass told the story of Saint Bartholomew and his work with the poor and sick. The saint himself had never interested Osbert, but the window, now over a century old, was made of some of the finest glass he’d ever seen, a tribute to the Guildesmen who had crafted it. With a smile, he turned back to the priest who remained behind the altar, putting the last of the ceremonial plate away.


Deacon Godfrey was one of the few priests Osbert respected. By the age of thirty, Godfrey had worked his way to an enviable position within the Church, through hard work and not a little brilliance. His sharp dry wit was well known, as was his keen perception. He served the Church with a devotion not often found in these times; his tall, rangy figure was often to be seen at the side of the ancient Bishop Domnhall. But, much as he admired Godfrey, Osbert found it difficult to get to know him. Like most of the Church these days, Godfrey kept his distance from the Guilde.


With a brief sigh, Osbert glanced once more up at the window of Saint Bartholomew then turned towards the altar. ‘I always forget how lovely they look until the sun comes out. A pity there’s no way we can make the sun shine all the time.’


Godfrey shot a quick look at the window, then at Osbert. ‘If you could, Governor, I fear you would soon grow accustomed to the beauty and then nothing would be left to draw your attention to it.’


Osbert chuckled companionably, drawing his yellow robes about him. ‘You’re right, of course. Still, it would be nice – if only for a while.’


‘We do already have that while.’ Godfrey gathered his things together and made to leave. ‘It’s called summer.’


Osbert nodded with a smile then raised a hand, ‘I believe Bishop Domnhall is unwell. Please pass on my wishes for his speedy recovery.’


Godfrey raised both eyebrows above his dark eyes. Obvious disbelief wafted across his long, grim face. His reply however, was polite, ‘Of course, Governor. If you will excuse me.’


Osbert watched him leave and as the door closed behind the priest, he turned to his left. ‘So, Gellatly, what have you got for me?’


Two men appeared out of the shadows, both dressed in the grey day robes of the Guilde. The first, a man whose build could have him confused with a blacksmith, bowed as he approached Osbert. The second man was taller and younger, with a head of shiny black hair. He remained in the background, folding his hands together in a patient gesture as he waited for Gellatly to speak.


‘Unfortunately, my lord, we have very little. If there is anything going on, it’s being done under the greatest of cover.’ Gellatly shrugged his massive shoulders. ‘Nash here disagrees but I doubt it will be possible to gain anything definite until the spring.’


‘The spring!’ Osbert exclaimed with a deep frown. Waving his hand for the men to follow him, he strode down the length of the chapel until they reached the door at the end. ‘Have you any idea what the Proctor would say if I told him that? By the gods, Gellatly, Vaughn will have you flayed alive if he finds you at fault in this matter. I will accept no excuses, do you hear?’


‘Yes, my lord.’ Gellatly’s response was little more than a growl and Osbert turned to face him.


‘And I want to hear no more of your dissension over the King. I don’t care if you do hate him, Gellatly. We still serve Selar, regardless.’


Gellatly stuck out his jaw. ‘I was taught the Guilde’s sacred duty was to serve the gods.’


‘Don’t start arguing semantics with me, man or I’ll flay you myself!’ Osbert snapped, his previous good humour gone. ‘You’re no good to me if you can’t follow my orders. Whether you hate the King or not, this matter affects the future of Lusara and it would do you good to remember that.’


Nash placed a hand on Gellatly’s shoulder to forestall any further comment. He bowed his head with noble dignity and murmured, ‘We do remember, my lord Governor. It is merely out of concern for Lusara’s security that my friend speaks in this manner. He means no disrespect.’


Osbert’s gaze narrowed as he looked from one man to the other. He knew he could trust Nash, but Gellatly was becoming a problem. Perhaps it was time to replace him. He nodded abruptly. ‘See to it that it stays that way. There is something else I need you to do. Ogiers of Mayenne. He’s to stay at court for the winter. For form’s sake, the King has allowed it. But you must know he would rather Ogiers were anywhere else – and by his own choice. The King cannot send him away.’


Gellatly nodded. ‘What would you have us do?’


‘Use your imagination, if you have one!’ Osbert snapped. ‘Watch him, find out all you can of his real intentions. Report to me in two days. By then I may have worked out how to get rid of him. But use discretion, I warn you. I know Ogiers of old and he’s no fool. If he finds you’re watching him he’s sure to make use of it.’


The two men bowed obedience and Osbert turned for the door. He had an appointment with Vaughn and he didn’t want to be late.


*


Godfrey returned to the Basilica and spent a few minutes putting away the things from the Guilde chapel. He didn’t hurry, there was still some time before the others would arrive and Father John would surely have the dining table set in Hilderic’s study. He could change out of his vestments and be with Hilderic before the first guest.


He placed the plate and chalice inside the sacristy cupboard and locked it with the key hanging from his belt. Taking a taper, he lit two candles against the encroaching dusk and placed them on the robing table. He was about to remove the embroidered stole from around his neck when there was a brief knock on the door.


‘Come.’ Godfrey turned and waited, but nothing happened. ‘Who’s there?’ he demanded.


Now the door opened and a woman entered, dark cloak drawn dramatically around her face. She came forward only far enough to close the door behind her then stood silent, her hands beneath the folds of her cloak.


His patience wearing thin, Godfrey took a deep breath, ‘How may I help you, daughter?’


The voice beneath the hood was muffled. ‘I am in need of confession, Father.’ The hands reappeared and drew the hood back from her face. As she looked up at him, Godfrey sank to his knees.


‘Your Grace! I had no idea! But why are you …’


‘Forgive me, Father,’ Rosalind whispered, taking an indecisive step towards him. ‘I have very little time before I am missed. You are the only one I can trust.’


‘But surely your Confessor is qualified to help you?’


Rosalind stopped him with a sharp shake of her head. Her eyes went back to the door and in response, Godfrey rose to his feet, moved around her and locked it. Her eyes smiled gratitude but her hands twisted together in agitation. She paced up and down a little then stopped and faced him again. Godfrey didn’t need to be a priest to see she was deeply troubled.


‘I see you wear the stole, Father,’ Rosalind began, her voice hesitant. ‘May I ask … can you hear my confession without it on?’


‘Of course. It merely symbolizes the seal placed on your confession.’


‘And if I do not wish my confession to be sealed?’


Her eyes searched his. What was she asking? Was this some kind of trap set by the King? No, Rosalind was Selar’s prisoner – not his pawn.


Godfrey nodded slowly and crossed the room. He stood before her, his impatience gone. ‘Your confession is as sealed as you wish it to be. If there is something you wish me to discuss with my brothers then you have only to say so.’


‘Then I do say so, Father,’ Rosalind replied emphatically. ‘I am afraid that …’


She paused and Godfrey took her hands in his, willing her calm. ‘Tell me, daughter. What troubles you?’


‘I … I’m sorry, father, but this is difficult. I do not know if I am doing right coming to you like this. If the King should find out …’ she paused again and took a deep breath. When she spoke this time, her voice was firmer, as though she’d finally made her decision.


‘I have discovered something you must know, Father, but the conclusions I have drawn fill me with fear. I hope I am mistaken. Yesterday I overheard a conversation which directly concerns the Church.’


‘Who was speaking?’


‘Vaughn and … the King.’


Godfrey felt the breath sucked out of him. It was treason for her to be telling him – and treason for him to listen. But he didn’t stop her. It had cost her a lot to come here. ‘And what did you hear?’


‘In return for some favour, the King has agreed to support Vaughn in a new enterprise. He … intends to take hospice work away from the Church. He says that such science belongs to the Guilde and has no place among the holy. Vaughn is quite determined, Father and it scares me. If they …’


‘If the Guilde takes on this work, they will deny it to the poor for they would be unable to pay, yes, I know. They would also take away great amounts of Church land in the process.’ Godfrey turned away, his mind reeling. Where had the traditional brotherhood gone between Church and Guilde? For a thousand years, the two had worked together, side by side for the common good. Now it seemed Vaughn was willing to sacrifice that ancient bond for his own ends. This was terrible!


‘Do you know what the favour is? What did the King want in return for this support?’


‘I was unable to hear clearly, but I fear it has something to do with the embassy from Mayenne. You know the Duke is to stay the winter in Marsay? I am unable to believe this is innocent, Father. It is not widely known but the King has always secretly desired to take back the throne he was cheated out of – that of Mayenne. I … believe his decision to embrace Ogiers is purely to put Tirone at ease over their relationship in order that he might better prepare himself for war.’


Godfrey met her gaze. She was serious. She believed it with all her heart. The worst part was, it made sense – too much sense. If Selar intended war against Mayenne then taking Ogiers in and treating him with all honour would be a natural first step. Lull Tirone into a deeply false sense of security. Then, when the moment came, Selar could strike …


‘But the King must know that the people of Lusara would never go to war for him,’ Godfrey objected, clinging on to the first thread of logic that came to him. ‘And certainly not to invade Mayenne.’


Slowly, Rosalind nodded, ‘Yes, you must be right. I have misunderstood. He would not make so grave an error as that when there is so much at stake. But still, Vaughn is determined to succeed with the healing work. I beg you to tell Bishop Domnhall. He is the only one who can stop it.’


‘And I will keep your name out of it, Your Grace. You have already risked much to tell me this. Now you must go, before you are missed.’


Rosalind actually smiled and for a moment, she was a young girl once again, untroubled by her fate and her future. Then it was gone, the hood replaced about her face. Godfrey opened the door for her and checked that the corridor was empty. In a second she was gone, leaving nothing but her scent.


Minutes later Godfrey was on his way to Hilderic’s study.


He was late and the old man favoured him with a frown as he slipped into the room. The others were already present: McGlashen, Payne and the stalwart abbess of Saint Hilary’s, Eluned. Mumbling apologies, Godfrey drew the archdeacon into a corner and, in a few moments, apprised him of what Rosalind had said.


Hilderic’s eyebrows shot up. ‘You can’t be serious! Dammit, Godfrey, if this is one of your jokes …’


‘It is no joke, Brother,’ Godfrey whispered, his eyes darting back to the others. Eluned could be trusted – but the lords? Did they already know? Would they help? ‘At least my friend’s conclusion about war is misplaced. We are to be spared that.’


‘Really?’ Hilderic murmured, attaching his formidable mind to the problem. ‘McGlashen was just telling me about the problem with these nomadic raiders stirring up trouble in the west. They’re moving east and no one knows anything about them. It is said they come from Mayenne but there’s no proof. If Selar wanted a war with his brother then this would be a useful way to gather support from the people.’


Godfrey considered that for a moment then shook his head. ‘This is nothing more than speculation, Brother. We could be completely wrong. We’ve no evidence at all …’


‘No? Think about it, Godfrey. There was only ever one man who was a good influence on Selar, but he’s gone now and never likely to come back. If Selar wanted war, who better to help him than Vaughn? He’s ambitious, greedy and entirely self-serving. He’s completely capable of arranging these raids as a deliberate reminder of those during the Troubles. From what McGlashen says, these raids are very similar to those fifteen years ago. Back then there was barely a House in Lusara which didn’t suffer as a consequence. Raids and those evil abductions. Children of the great Houses taken and never seen again. McGlashen’s cousin Peter was one such – taken when he was only four years old. The child’s father died in the battle of Nanmoor fighting Selar, and his mother in childbirth only months later. Don’t tell me Selar can’t be behind this.’


‘Then what do we do?’


‘For the moment, nothing – and not a word to these others here. We don’t dare compromise McGlashen and Payne. Their presence on the council is too important. The people have already lost their most beloved champion, we cannot afford to lose more. After we’ve finished here, I’ll go and see Domnhall. After that …’ With a shrug, Hilderic turned back to his supper guests and ushered them to their seats around the table.


Godfrey moved to the sideboard and poured himself some wine. As he brought it to his lips, there was an urgent knock on the door. Hilderic’s secretary, Father John, entered breathless, his eyes casting about the room.


‘Archdeacon,’ he gasped, bowing quickly to the others. ‘The doctor asked me to send for you. Bishop Domnhall has collapsed.’


*


Nash waited across the courtyard, wrapped in a old wool cloak. In the darkness he knew he was almost invisible unless someone looked directly at him. Not that anyone was about. It was a cold night and for the last hour light drifts of slushy snow had fallen from the sky, making the night altogether too miserable to contemplate. This was the first snow Marsay had had this autumn and it boded ill for the coming winter. With his eyes on the small ornate door opposite his sheltered corner, Nash let his mind wander for a moment. Inevitably, his thoughts returned to Gellatly – and Osbert.


He had a problem. It was not insurmountable – but it was a problem, nonetheless, one which required delicate handling and very careful timing. Gellatly had that afternoon once again drawn Osbert’s wrath on the subject of the King. The governor’s attitude had been stern but even so, was more generous than the official Guilde position. However, Gellatly had obstinately stuck to his strict moral code, endangering his position with Osbert – and handing Nash a singular opportunity.


To further his ambitions, Nash needed to rise. Not quickly – at least, not too quickly. In order to get close to Osbert, and therefore Vaughn, he had to remove Gellatly. A small step in his schemes, perhaps – but a necessary one. But there were difficulties. For one, Nash could not afford to involve himself in the eyes of the Guilde, and so his actions needed to be subtle. Then, of course, he had to ensure there was no real danger to the King. It would not do after all these years of work for Nash to remove the one person he needed most – especially by accident. Especially if …


Nash paused – then a slow smile spread across his face. There was a chance here for him to take more than a single step forward. In all his plans he had avoided the temptation to jump too far ahead of himself. He’d made that mistake before and suffered for it. He’d lost too many years by acting precipitously. But this time, there was the distinct possibility that he could do so without genuine risk. As long as his methods remained subtle, there was every chance he would succeed. Of course, it all depended on Gellatly. It all depended on how much he really hated Selar – and on how much he trusted Nash. And in the process, he could give Osbert and Selar exactly what they wanted. Yes!


As though on cue, the big man chose that moment to slip through the ornate door opposite. He paused long enough to pull his hood up against the snow, then made his way across to Nash.


‘Well?’ Nash enquired quietly.


‘Hah!’ Gellatly frowned and glanced around at the empty courtyard. ‘The monsters would annihilate us all if we gave them the chance.’


‘Ogiers?’


‘Not just him or his puffed-up advisors,’ Gellatly growled, ‘but all of those heathens from Mayenne. You can’t get away from them. They’ve worked their way not only into the court, but the Church and even our beloved Guilde. Pretty soon, we’ll have nothing left. All the things that made our country great are now riddled with them, like maggots on a dead dog. And the carrion of Sadlan and Tusina hover over our borders waiting to pick over the corpse!’


Nash kept his voice soothing. ‘That’s dangerous talk, my friend. But come, let me buy you an ale before you get yourself all agitated. There’s a new tavern opened up down in the town. I hear their ale is the best in Marsay.’


He put an arm around Gellatly’s shoulder and drew him away. ‘Come. You can tell me all about it.’


*


The great hall was packed with courtiers, merchants, clergy and Guildesmen for the first official presentation of the envoy from Mayenne. He had gifts to give, good wishes to impart and there was hardly a soul at court who did not desire to be present for this historic occasion.


Godfrey made his way through the press of people with polite but firm resolve, moving to the right side of the platform where Hilderic stood. As he gained the Archdeacon’s side, Hilderic glanced dryly at him.


‘You took your time. I thought you’d be too late.’


Godfrey shrugged, ‘He had a lot of questions. What was I to say? Sorry, Bishop – I have a banquet to attend?’ He took his gaze from the bustling throng waiting below and turned it on the old man beside him. Hilderic was shorter than Godfrey, with a square stocky face which matched his build. The tonsure he’d once worn as a monk had now disappeared, along with most of his hair. All that was left was a narrow band of grey steel which matched his eyes. Hilderic was old, but by no means frail. Despite the differences in their ages, the two men had become close friends over the years, although few would guess at it to hear them talk.


Formidable in his knowledge of Church law and custom, Hilderic had been instrumental in keeping the Church together as Domnhall’s ill health suspended much of his work. With the traditional alliance between Church and Guilde in tatters around their feet, that work was growing more difficult by the day. Godfrey had worked alongside Hilderic, taking as much of the administrative burden from his friend’s shoulders as he could. Still, it often didn’t make any impression on Hilderic’s mood.


With a grim frown, Hilderic murmured, ‘And how is he?’


‘Still lucid, although his attention drifts from time to time. I told him you’d visit this evening, after these … festivities. He still knows nothing of the matter we discussed. I don’t know when he’ll be well enough.’


‘Then pray, brother. Not only for his sake, but for ours. We need him more now than at any other time.’


Godfrey nodded but was prevented from saying anything else by the appearance of Selar at the huge double doors at the end of the hall. Along with the rest of the court, Godfrey bowed deeply as Selar progressed towards the throne. Beside him was his gentle Queen, Rosalind. She wore a gown of sea green laced with gold thread. As he straightened up, Godfrey’s heart went out to her. She was too young to be so ill-used. Rosalind held her head high and, as always, moved at Selar’s side with grace and dignity.


The man beside her walked with a different kind of dignity – one born of power. The King had chosen his clothes carefully: a sky-blue cape lined with white fur over a long tunic of crimson and gold tied in with a low belt of jewelled blue kidskin. He wore a sumptuous gold circlet on his fair head, decorated by small rubies. A heavy brow shadowed his bearded face but the eyes deep in their sockets had not softened over the years. At forty-two, Selar’s tall, solid figure towered over his Queen and was still powerful enough to command respect where none knew of his reputation for ruthlessness.


Godfrey kept his eyes dutifully on the King as he took his throne, then glanced around the hall once more. There was a full Guilde presence in the traditional place by Selar’s right hand. Vaughn looked like he would rather be somewhere else, continually brushing a strand of thinning grey hair back from his eyes. Eachern, Kandar and other councillors flanked the throne. As one they turned to face the door where Ogiers of Quels was making his entrance.


Was it possible that it was Tirone and not Selar who was responsible for those raids? If Tirone meant Lusara ill then surely the best way to disengage suspicion would be to send one of his most trusted and respected advisors. That man would also be able to report back to Tirone on the strengths and weaknesses of Lusara, of Selar. This envoy could be the bringer of war on both sides of the border.


If so, it was unlikely Ogiers knew anything about it. His reputation spoke only of his honour, his courage and his skills at peacemaking. He had been solely responsible for reopening the northern trade routes between Mayenne and the war-loving nation of Sadlan. The effort had taken him five years – and none too few grey hairs.


Ogiers had brought his gifts and now had them laid out before the dais. He stood to one side as a chest of rare Alusian crystals was displayed. In response, Selar had risen from his throne and was even now reaching down to touch them.


Suddenly there was a flash of movement from the other side of the hall and a roar of rage. Godfrey turned in time to see a yellow-clad figure lunge towards Selar, the glint of steel in his hand. There were cries of horror as people backed away, but Godfrey found his feet taking him forward. The man raised his hand to strike at the King, who, shocked at this outburst, had no time to move. Abruptly another man lunged forward, placing himself between the King and the knife. There was a scream of pain and the attacker fell slowly to the floor.


For a second nobody moved. Then Godfrey fell to his knees beside the fallen man. Blood oozed out of a gaping wound in his chest but his eyes were full of nothing but sorrow. With his last gasping breath, the attacker grabbed hold of the trium which hung on a chain around Godfrey’s neck. Then he fell back, dead.


‘Who the devil is he?’ Selar was demanding. ‘Vaughn? He’s wearing Guilde colours! What’s the meaning of this?’


The Proctor pushed his way through the crowd and stared distastefully at the bloodied corpse. ‘His name is Gellatly, Sire, and I have no idea what he intended.’


‘Well, it’s damned obvious what he intended,’ Eachern snapped, bending down to take the knife from the dead man’s hand. ‘He intended to assassinate his King! Are you going to tell us you knew nothing about this?’


Vaughn opened his mouth but no words came out. He shut it again, took a deep breath then said, ‘I do not like your tone, my lord. Are you accusing me of treason? If so, may I remind you that it was also one of my own men who saved His Majesty’s life – while you stood idle. Perhaps this is some scheme of yours.’


‘Enough!’ Selar blasted at them both. With a thunderous frown, he glared at the faces of those gathered around, finally landing on a man who stood silently beside Governor Osbert – the man who had saved his life. ‘You. What’s your name?’


The man bowed deeply, ‘Nash, Sire. Samdon Nash.’


Selar’s gaze narrowed, ‘Well, Samdon Nash, it seems I owe you my life.’


‘No, Sire. I did nothing more than my duty.’ Nash was the picture of calm, his eyes downcast before his sovereign.


‘More than these other incompetents,’ Selar jerked his head. ‘Do you know this man?’


‘Yes, Sire.’


‘You do?’ Selar took a step forward, his eyes level with Nash. ‘Then you knew he was going to do this? Come, speak up, man.’


Nash raised his eyes and held Selar’s gaze. ‘No, Sire, I did not know what Gellatly intended. However, I cannot say I was surprised when I saw him move. I suppose that’s why I was able to react so quickly.’


‘And why were you not surprised?’


At this, Nash glanced first at Vaughn and then at Osbert. When Osbert nodded, he replied, ‘It was no secret that Gellatly did not hold the greatest love for you, Sire. Only a few days ago, when he was speaking to His Grace the Duke of Quels, Gellatly repeated that he would love to see you lose your throne. I’m sorry, Sire, but I had no idea he was that serious. I would have said something otherwise.’


‘Yes, I’m sure you would,’ Selar hissed. He turned very slowly until his eyes landed on his brother’s envoy. Ogiers’ smooth composure was noticeably shaken and his eyes widened as they read the unspoken question in Selar’s eyes.


With great dignity, Ogiers drew himself up, ‘If you wish to involve me in your domestic squabbles, Your Majesty, then I suggest you say so openly. Otherwise, with your leave, I shall withdraw.’


‘Oh, believe me,’ Selar intoned menacingly, his eyes glinting in the candlelight, ‘you have our leave. And you can tell my brother that he will have to try much harder next time.’


Ogiers stiffened, his jaw jutting out in defiance. Without a word, he turned and stalked out of the hall, his retinue trailing behind.


Forgotten in the argument, Godfrey now rose to his feet. Selar glanced at him then jerked his hand towards the body. ‘Get that thing out of here – and clear this room!’


With a final bellow to Vaughn and his council, Selar strode away. The crowd around the body began to break up and soon Godfrey was one of the last remaining. Hilderic joined him, his face pale and ashen, but it was the Queen who drew Godfrey’s attention. Cursing himself, he moved quickly to her side.


‘Your Grace, please allow your ladies to take you away. You should not have seen this.’


The Queen tore her gaze away from the body. She looked shocked but her voice was steady as she said in a whisper, ‘Father … I can’t help it. Why did he do it? What would make him … he must have known he would be stopped.’


Godfrey took her hands in his, dropping his voice until it was audible only to her. ‘Who knows what makes a crazy man act? But you, daughter,’ he added pointedly, ‘must not be sorry he failed.’


She met his gaze for a moment then nodded slowly, the briefest hint of a smile gracing her sweet face. ‘Oh, Father, I would that you were my Confessor. You chide so gently.’


‘I do so for love and care of your immortal soul, daughter. The gods bless you where you least expect it. But please, leave now.’


She nodded and turned away. Gathering her ladies together, she left.


Godfrey turned back to Hilderic as three soldiers lifted and carried Gellatly’s body out of the hall. The two priests stood alone as a great silence descended like a shroud. In his mind, Godfrey saw again that moment when Gellatly had lunged forward. Now he could remember the look on the man’s face – a look of pure hatred. Nash had been diplomatic to say the least – a rare talent these days.


With a sigh, Godfrey looked to his friend, ‘I must say, I’m glad the Bishop didn’t keep me any longer than he did. I would have hated to have missed all this fun.’


Hilderic’s eyes rose heavenward. ‘Oh, stop it, Godfrey! I’ve never been able to understand your twisted humour.’


‘Perhaps not, Brother,’ Godfrey replied amiably, ‘but sometimes, I fear the joke is on me.’ Taking the Archdeacon’s arm, he walked across the open space towards the door. ‘This will be the first time in my life that I will do penance for sharing the wishes of a Queen.’
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There was no doubt about it – he was stuck.


The tree was sturdy but Micah had now climbed so high that its branches were lighter and their strength questionable. Pine needles rustled under the strain of his weight while the bough beneath his feet groaned in protest. With growing alarm, he cast about for a surer hold, careful not to crush the eggs nestled under his padded tunic.


He grabbed a handy stump which jutted out from the trunk then shifted his feet in order to gauge the next step down. But it was no use. The only way he could reach the lower branch was to slide down with his stomach against the trunk – and thereby crush the eggs he’d climbed to collect.


Micah glanced down. His master stood beneath him, adjusting the load on the pack horse. With a sigh, Micah attempted to address the question that had been tossed up to him with such ease. ‘To be honest, my lord, I really don’t know.’


Dunlorn glanced up with raised eyebrows. ‘You don’t know? You’ve had three years to think about it, Micah – surely you must have some idea how your family is going to react to your sudden return. They will have missed you – especially your mother.’


‘Aye,’ Micah nodded without enthusiasm. ‘My mother will also have been busy, I’m sure, making sure my sisters are properly married and keeping an eye on my brothers. She was never able to quite get the idea that they were grown up and could look after themselves. Apart from anything else, I’m sure I must have an army of nieces and nephews who know nothing of my existence.’


‘One of the trials of being the youngest child?’


‘With five brothers and two sisters at home I seriously wonder if they’ve even noticed I’ve gone!’


Dunlorn turned back to the horse with a chuckle. ‘Oh, I think they’ll have noticed. And your father?’


Micah turned his gaze to the tree-top above him, ignoring for a moment his uncomfortable predicament. It was all very good wondering how the rest of his family would take his return – but Micah already knew with heartfelt certainty how his father would react. By now it was entirely possible that his father had formally disowned him. His stomach sank at the thought. If it wasn’t for that, he could immerse himself utterly in the joy of returning home.


Dunlorn interrupted his reverie, ‘I’m sorry, Micah, but just what are you doing up there?’


‘Getting supper, my lord.’


‘Supper? But it’s still morning.’


Micah took hold of the trunk once more and turned outwards. Shuffling his feet along the branch a little, he strained his neck trying to see the other side of the tree. ‘Eggs,’ he said.


‘At this time of year?’


‘Aye. The grey-eyed flosson lays its eggs in early autumn.’ Micah’s words were punctuated with gasps and grunts as he lowered himself to a sitting position. From there he tried to reach the nearest branch, which was tantalizingly close. ‘Actually, I was lucky to find them. They don’t normally nest this far south.’


‘Oh. So why are you still playing around up there?’


At this, Micah paused in his struggles and looked down at his master. ‘Your assistance would be better served by securing me a way down rather than spending time—’


‘Asking stupid questions?’ Dunlorn laughed. Placing his hands on his hips, he added, ‘I would like to help you, Micah, but as you can see, I don’t seem to have a ladder about me and we’re leagues from the nearest village. Can’t you just come down the way you went up?’


Micah gritted his teeth, but his patience was wearing as thin as the branch he sat upon. ‘If I could do that I wouldn’t be stuck.’


‘No, I suppose not.’ Dunlorn’s smile faded as he glanced around the forest floor for inspiration.


Watching this futile gesture, Micah reached a hand into his tunic to check the eggs. ‘Well, can’t you do something, my lord?’


‘What do you suggest?’ Dunlorn looked up again, spreading his arms wide in helplessness, but unable to suppress a chuckle.


Micah sighed and leaned his head back against the tree trunk. At this rate, he’d be spending the entire day up this tree. ‘I’m wounded you find so much merriment at my expense, my lord,’ he said with as much dignity as he could muster.


‘Look,’ Dunlorn began, his tone practical, ‘there’s a branch there, just behind the trunk. You can’t see it but if you put your foot to the left … no, the other foot … yes, that’s it. Now let go your hands.’


Micah did as he was told, his foot searching out the supporting limb – and felt nothing. In a panic he tried to regain his hold on the branch above but missed. With a sickening lurch, he fell like a stone, landing flat on his stomach, pine needles pricking his face. He lay there for a moment, forcing air back into his lungs. As his head cleared he felt a cold, cloying wetness spread through his shirt and across his skin.


‘Are you hurt?’ Dunlorn knelt beside him, all humour gone.


‘No.’ Opening his eyes, Micah pushed himself up, taking the hand Dunlorn held out to help him to his feet. Gingerly, he reached inside his tunic and brought out a piece of sticky egg-shell. ‘I’m afraid, however, that supper will have to take some other form.’


‘I didn’t know you knew so much about birds.’


‘Neither did I,’ Micah replied, fishing the remains of the eggs out of his tunic. ‘Not until I’d had salted beef for the sixth day in a row. It’s amazing the things you remember when you have to.’


With a raised eyebrow, Dunlorn replied, ‘And the things you forget. Come on. Let’s take a proper look at this forlorn little country of ours.’


Leaving the horses in the copse, Micah followed his master through the trees to the base of a nearby hill. A fragile breeze drifted through the tree-tops behind him but despite the chill, it felt more like spring than autumn. The slope above them rose steeply to a clear blue sky and Micah grinned as he began climbing the hill. Rocks and pebbles skittered down under his feet but he grabbed tufts of wet grass and made steady progress until, with a last lunge, he gained the top.


The view was breathtaking. Ancient hills topped with scrawny trees crowned the wide valleys, populated with clusters of farms and villages. It mattered not that the country was gripped by the onset of winter, rather, it gave the land a crisp beauty. From the windswept downs in the west to the smoky shadowed mountains in the east, the country was bathed in a blanket of golden sunshine.


As the breeze tossed the cloak about his legs, Micah turned to take in the rest of the magnificent view. Facing north, the mountains seemed closer as the range curved west. It would take them two more days to reach the foothills. And before the mountains, beyond the copse below them, was the forest.


His gaze dropped to the dark living mass of Shan Moss spread out before him. It was the largest and, to his mind, most beautiful forest in the country. Now, in the middle of autumn, Shan Moss was bathed in a furnace of colour and stretched from his far left, across the downs and right up to the foothills of the mountains themselves.


It didn’t seem like three years. Not now.


Micah turned to his master. Dunlorn stood beside him, gazing at the view, his expression – as always – entirely unreadable. What thoughts were hiding behind that mask? What questions was he asking himself that he would never voice aloud?


Was Dunlorn perhaps wondering whether they would leave him alone after all?


Micah had known this man almost all his life, had served him, worked and fought alongside him and followed him on his self-imposed exile. But even after all this time, Micah could not honestly say that he understood the man, that he really knew what drove him, why he had taken a seat on Selar’s council in the first place – and most especially, why Dunlorn had dropped everything and, in the middle of the night, taken his leave of Marsay, Selar and Lusara.


Oh, Micah had his theories. Robert was a man of immense intelligence and was a natural – if reluctant – leader. To many, his outward calm, his confidence and charm bespoke a greater inner peace, but Micah knew better. Whatever belief Robert had held in his own abilities had slowly crumbled as he saw himself fail again and again to contain the excesses of the King, to restrain Vaughn and the Guilde. And failure – his own failure – was the one thing Robert could not forgive. Honour and truth were not merely words to him. They were alive, in his very blood. Admitting that failure and accepting the consequences was something that had changed him deeply. His honour alone would demand he remove himself from the field of battle.


That, at any rate, was what Micah believed. He was fairly certain that if he ever asked the question outright, he would get a straight answer. But Dunlorn had never volunteered the information and Micah believed there was a good reason behind that. Reasons that ran deeper and drew more blood with each telling. Micah knew the facts: the argument with the King, the battle with Vaughn. In fact, Micah probably knew more than anyone else. But the one thing he had never done – and would never do – was to ask why.


It did nothing to relieve his curiosity – a trait his master often made light-hearted fun of. But Micah didn’t mind – and after all, his curiosity had saved their lives on a couple of occasions.


‘Well, what do you think of it?’ Dunlorn asked quietly, turning a gentle smile on him.


Micah grinned. ‘It feels good to be back.’


‘You’ve missed it so much?’


‘Yes and no,’ Micah shrugged. ‘I’ll confess there were moments over the last three years when I wished I’d never asked to go with you.’


‘Like that night in Cartha,’ Dunlorn added evenly, ‘when you overturned a cartload of the Emir’s favourite wine and were chased out of town by a brigade of his finest?’


Micah felt his face colour and he looked away. ‘As I said – there were moments. But for the most part, no, I’m glad I went along. Missing home was never so bad that I was sorry I left.’


‘And your father?’ Dunlorn queried softly, turning back to the forest. ‘You know, Micah, you haven’t mentioned him once in three years. You’ve talked about everyone else at great length – but not him. I’m sorry to be the cause of that.’


‘No, my lord!’ Micah shook his head vigorously. ‘It’s not your fault my father will not forgive me. My decision to serve you was mine alone – as was the decision to leave with you. My father chose to forbid it. It was not your doing.’


‘No?’ Dunlorn glanced sideways at him, an eyebrow raised in irony. ‘Even though he believes that I am a traitor? That the moment I befriended Selar, took a seat on his council, your father, along with many others, believed I had betrayed my country? No, Micah, I fear I am very much to blame. In his eyes, my treachery has tainted you. I only hope that with your safe return he will be able to find it in his heart to forgive me and welcome you.’


Micah frowned. Could that possibly be the reason why Robert had decided to return to Lusara? Because of that? It was inconceivable!


Taking a deep breath, Micah began to ask – but before he could, Dunlorn smiled. ‘There are a number of reasons why I decided to come back, Micah.’


‘I wish you wouldn’t do that,’ Micah shook his head.


‘Do what?’


‘Don’t change the subject, my lord. You know what I’m talking about.’


Dunlorn shrugged. ‘Would it be so bad if your father was the reason why we returned? Am I not allowed to give you anything in return for your loyalty? You undervalue yourself, my friend. Oh, I admit there are indeed many reasons why I decided to come back. Of course, things have changed and I might end up regretting the decision completely. Who knows?’


Micah nodded and took a deep breath. ‘And do you think, my lord, that perhaps Dalzie Kerr might not be right? He said things had changed for the worse. Perhaps the King will not be willing to leave you in peace.’


‘I think,’ he said eventually, ‘that Dalzie and the rest seriously overestimate my importance to Selar.’


‘But you were once the closest of friends.’


‘Yes, but that was a long time ago. And besides, I’ve been away, completely out of their sight for more than three years. My deeds, my purpose and influence will have long been forgotten. The King, the Guilde and all the others will have more things to occupy them than worrying about me.’


Micah glanced sideways at him. ‘And just to make sure, you arrive on the very threshold of winter so they have a good four months of bad roads and terrible weather before they can even approach you at Dunlorn.’


‘Exactly.’ Robert nodded and flashed him a smile.


‘And what about the rest?’ Micah asked before he could stop himself.


‘The Enclave?’ Dunlorn shrugged lightly. ‘I think they’ll consider themselves well rid of me. That, at any rate, is what I hope.’


He took one last look at the view, then said, ‘Let’s move on. We’ll go into the forest from here. If I remember correctly, there’s an old ruin to the north we could shelter in tonight. If the gods are with us, I may even be able to find it.’


*


Finnlay was definitely not having a good day. In fact, if he stopped to examine the last week, there would doubtless be some kind of pattern forming. Not that he had time really to stop at all – darkness was little more than an hour away and after travelling for the better part of two days, he now accepted the unpleasant fact that he was quite hopelessly lost.


The forest around him squeaked and twittered in autumn harmony – and gave absolutely no indication of which way he should turn next. To Finnlay’s tired and frustrated eyes, every tree, every copse, every valley of this damned demesne looked exactly the same – and had done for the last forty-eight hours. He guessed he was heading south – roughly, but even with the autumn fall of leaves, it was difficult to see the sun through the forest canopy, and even harder to guarantee that his course remained southerly. For all he knew, he’d been going around in circles.


He came to the edge of a gentle drop in the forest floor. Below him was a natural clearing with a narrow stream flowing through the middle. It looked as good a place as any. Turning his horse down the slope, however, it stumbled and, regaining its balance, came up lame.


‘Well, that’s just perfect!’ Finnlay snapped, jumping down from the horse. He led it carefully down to the clearing then bent to examine the leg. The grey gelding’s near front hoof was tender to the touch but not badly injured. Finnlay straightened up and looked the horse straight in the eye. ‘If I didn’t know better, I’d say you did that deliberately.’


He turned to the stream and dug around a bit to find some clay mud and moss. Packing it into his palms, he smeared it over the horse’s hoof and up towards the knee. The compress would reduce the swelling and with any luck, by morning Finnlay could be on his way again. But … on his way where?


He looked around the clearing then back up the way he had come. Even from here, he could only just pinpoint where the sun was and soon it would disappear behind the rise and an evening chill would descend. He should have begun building a fire – but he didn’t. Instead, he found the nearest log and sat down to think.


When he’d left Arlie and Martha yesterday morning, they’d been travelling almost due east towards Solmoss. Now, if Finnlay had turned south at that point and kept in a near straight line, then surely by now he would be close to the southern border of Shan Moss. Of course, if he’d not gone in a straight line he could be just about anywhere! And it was entirely his own fault. Arlie had warned him about the forest but Finnlay had been so sure about that touch – so certain … of course, he had mentioned nothing to Arlie and Martha about it. It would not do to get them all excited over what could turn out to be nothing. When he’d left them to travel to the Gathering on their own, Finnlay had merely told them he had something he needed to take care of and that he would rejoin them later. In his haste, he had hardly noticed where he was entering the forest, nor which direction the maze of hills and valleys would take him.


Then the touch had gone – and no matter how hard he’d tried, he’d not been able to resurrect it. So now the question was, had he imagined it? Or, despite all logic and sense, had his brother really come back? Was he somewhere in this damded forest, on his way home? Or was he still wandering the lands of the southern continent, determined never to return to Lusara?


Finnlay glanced up at his horse as it stood silently by the stream edge. ‘Why don’t you Seek him out, eh? If I told you what he looked like, could you find him?’


It was, of course, pointless talking to the horse but – suppose he’d been right. Suppose, for one moment, Robert was somewhere in Shan Moss, that he’d come back and was even now, close enough for Finnlay to find him. Would that make it any easier for Finnlay to convince him? There was no certainty at all that Robert would even speak to him.


With a sigh, Finnlay played idly with the twigs in his hands. Marcus was dead. There was no getting around that. Marcus was dead and the Enclave needed a new leader. Even now they were all gathering together in preparation for Standing the Circle. Arlie and Martha were getting closer by the day – and that was exactly what Finnlay should be doing right now instead of chasing his tail in a cold and friendless forest, looking for a brother who was probably not even there.


But he’d had to try. With Marcus gone, Finnlay knew the Enclave was in deep trouble. Now more than ever they needed a strong leader – and when he’d felt that touch, the touch of his brother’s presence two nights ago, he’d had no choice but to follow it. If he could just find Robert and convince him to Stand the Circle then perhaps, after all this time, the Enclave would finally be able to fulfil its destiny. It was too much of a coincidence: Marcus dying ten days ago – then Finnlay finding Robert (it seemed) back in Lusara. Surely the gods had intended it – surely it was time for Robert to put aside his objections to the Enclave and join them fully. Surely …


Surely the last person Robert would ever listen to was his younger brother. No, Finnlay sighed again, and came to his feet. This was a hopeless quest. In the morning, when his horse was better, he would climb the nearest rise, get a good bearing on the sun and head north again. Even if Robert was back, Finnlay would never find him in this maze of a forest – and should he do so, Finnlay no longer had the words to convince him of anything, let alone the Enclave. Bitter disappointment welled up inside him and he kicked out at the log, sending clumps of moss flying. If only there wasn’t so much depending on someone like his brother taking the leadership, so much at stake. The Key – the Calyx – all of it.


No. He would have to find some other way—


A noise behind made him stop in his tracks. He whirled around and tried to peer through the trees. At first he could see nothing, then his ears caught the sound of a horse – no, three horses coming towards him. He froze and waited – then blinked in surprise. There, getting closer with every step, was Robert!


For a moment, Finnlay couldn’t believe his luck and almost laughed. After all that time and effort, his brother comes across him by accident! Perhaps he’d been right after all – perhaps the gods did mean his plan to work. With his heart filled with renewed confidence, Finnlay strode forward as Robert’s horse broached the clearing. ‘Serin’s blood, Robert, but you’re a hard man to find!’


His brother was frowning at him in obvious surprise. ‘Finnlay! What are you doing here?’


Finnlay grinned. ‘Looking for you.’ He glanced behind his brother and caught sight of a man his own age riding the second horse – a man with glowing red hair and sun-drenched freckles. ‘Micah? Is that you?’


‘Aye, my lord. It’s good to see you again,’ Micah replied with a smile.


Taking Robert’s bridle, Finnlay held the horse as he dismounted. ‘And it’s damned good to see you, too. How’s life treating you?’


‘Very well, my lord.’


‘And my brother?’


Robert took the bridle from Finnlay’s hands and led the horse to the stream. ‘How’s life treating me or how am I treating Micah?’


‘One follows the other, does it not?’ The words were out before Finnlay could stop them.


Robert glanced at him but said nothing. Instead he turned his attention to Finnlay’s horse. He bent down to examine the injured hoof, running a sure hand up the leg and chest of the animal to give it a companionable slap on the neck. He then turned back to Finnlay, his expression a little gentler, but not yet compromising. ‘You look well, brother. How has life been treating you?’


There was no suggestion of mockery in Robert’s tone but there was something in his eyes. Finnlay answered anyway. ‘Fine. Everything is fine, really.’


‘And mother? How is she?’


‘I saw her at Saint Hilary’s a month ago and she was in perfect health.’


That elicited a small smile from Robert. He nodded. ‘And what about the rest of the family? Uncle Oliver? Have you seen him?’


‘Not recently. Everyone is fine, like I said. Except …’ Finnlay paused and studied Robert for a moment. He’d changed little over the last three years. His hair was longer, certainly; he was more tanned and perhaps a little leaner – but it was the gaze buried within those sea-green eyes which made Finnlay pause. There was something … wrong here but he couldn’t put his finger on it.


‘Except?’ Robert prompted.


Now that it came to it, what exactly was Finnlay to say? It seemed they could talk – which was a start – but talking to Robert about anything important had always been difficult. For one thing, Robert never seemed to take anything seriously – and on the odd occasions when he did, it was impossible to predict how he would react.


Taking a deep breath, Finnlay moved closer and said, ‘Robert, we need to talk.’


‘About what?’ Robert had turned to the packhorse and pulled a flask from one of the bags. ‘How did you know I was back?’


Finnlay watched him warily. ‘How do you think?’


A smile played about his brother’s face for a moment. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve been practising. Oh, Finn, if only I’d known.’


‘But you did know. You started shielding almost the moment you arrived.’


‘Did I?’ Robert pulled the stopper out of the flask and held it out to him. ‘The last of the Rennish ale. Would you like some?’


Finnlay stared at the flask. Yes, something wasn’t right here. Robert was behaving as though he’d never been away – as though he’d seen Finnlay only last week. He was acting as if he’d never promised never to return to Lusara.


Taking the flask, Finnlay swallowed the bitter liquid, using the time to get his thoughts back in order. Regardless of what his brother was thinking, there were still important matters to discuss. There would be time to work out what was wrong later.


Finnlay handed the flask back and tried again. ‘Robert, I have to tell you something.’


‘Oh?’


‘It’s about Marcus, Robert. I’m sorry, but he’s dead.’


Robert froze in the act of taking a drink from the flask. Slowly he lowered it from his mouth and closed his eyes.


Micah came around the horses and stood between them. ‘When? How?’


‘Almost two weeks ago, from a fever. He fell ill then three days later he was gone.’


‘Mineah grant him peace,’ Micah whispered.


‘Aye,’ Robert looked back at Finnlay. ‘And Ayn? Have you seen her? How is she?’


‘I don’t really know. She sent me a message. She seemed to be taking it well.’


‘Aye, she would.’ Robert turned away, his head lowered.


Finnlay glanced at Micah then, unable to help himself, blurted, ‘Robert, there’s to be a Gathering, to choose a successor to Marcus. You must come.’


Robert kept walking until he reached the fallen log. There he sat, resting his elbows on his knees. ‘I know what you’re about to say, Finn. I don’t want to discuss it again.’


‘But you know what will happen if you don’t—’


‘I said I don’t want to discuss it,’ Robert interrupted wearily. ‘If you’ve exerted yourself to find me only to have an argument, then I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed.’


Finnlay stared at him. Suddenly, all his calm, all his good intentions – all the peace of the last three years drained away – and was instantly replaced by the same blinding anger which had always dominated their relationship. Anger from Finnlay and a flat calm from Robert.


He strode forward, his heart racing. ‘I don’t believe it! After three years you still care so little?’ He spat the words out, daring his brother to respond.


And Robert did. He glanced up from his seat and pinned his younger brother with a gaze of steel. ‘Then you haven’t changed, have you? For a moment there, I allowed myself to believe the impossible. Still, you have your heart fixed on an argument, brother. By all means, don’t let me stop you.’


Finnlay couldn’t hold the gaze and looked away. He saw Micah take up the horses’ leads and move them away from the stream. As always, Micah was either unconcerned or unaffected by the obvious rift between the brothers. For some reason, Finnlay found that comforting – just enough for him to get a hold on his fury. When he finally turned back to Robert, his anger was under control – mostly.


‘You know the Enclave needs you, Robert,’ Finnlay began, still determined to have his say. ‘And with Marcus gone, they need direction – your direction. You must Stand the Circle and take his place.’


‘I must?’ Robert whispered.


‘By the gods, yes! How long is this to go on?’ Finnlay shook his head, totally bewildered. There was no fight in Robert at all! With growing fear, he continued insistently, urgently, ‘While you still had a seat on the Council we could understand the good you could do – if not the means by which you chose to do it. And when Berenice died it was understandable. But it’s been three years, Robert. How long will you keep up this …’ Finnlay’s voice trailed off, words failing him at the last.


‘What?’ Robert queried softly, ‘This charade?’


Finnlay couldn’t speak. This was too close to the truth and despite his best resolutions, he found he couldn’t actually come out with the words.


Robert shook his head sadly, taking the silence for an answer. Finnlay inwardly kicked himself for his stupidity.


‘The Enclave will survive without me,’ Robert added, not looking at his brother. ‘It has before and it will again. It doesn’t need me, nor the trouble I would bring it.’


‘I’m not the only one who wants you there. Ayn said that Marcus’s last words were of you. He wanted you to take his place.’


Robert raised his eyebrows in self-mockery. ‘It must have been the fever.’


‘Damn it, Robert, how can you joke about it? Those people need you. You’re the most powerful of us all but all you can do is sit there making jokes and somehow remain untouched by it all. You know, if you weren’t my brother …’


‘Yes?’ Robert stood and carefully replaced the stopper in the flask.


‘If you weren’t my brother I would say you had ceased to care at all!’


Robert took a long time to reply. He shook his head and a small smile softened his face. He came closer and placed a hand on Finnlay’s shoulder. ‘What purpose is there in caring about things I cannot change? We’re travelling a little further before we stop for the night. If you like, you can take the pack horse and come with us. It won’t take a moment to change the saddle over. If not?’ He shrugged and dropped his hand, ‘then I suppose I will see you at Dunlorn for the winter. I hope that’s …’


Robert’s voice trailed off and Finnlay frowned. ‘What is it?’ Danger?


The answer was immediate. The forest around them began to rustle and seconds later they were surrounded by a squad of mounted soldiers. They wore no identifiable blaze but the drawn swords and the speed of the ambush meant only one thing. Trouble.


Instinctively, Finnlay watched Robert out of the corner of his eye. His brother appeared relaxed and unruffled, his hands held loosely at his sides. He made no move towards his sword but that meant nothing. Robert could move very fast when he needed to.


One soldier detached himself from the group and rode forward. ‘Who are you? What are you doing here?’


Robert shrugged, ‘Just travellers, sergeant. Nothing more.’


‘Travellers, eh? From where? What’s your name?’


‘Does it matter who we are?’


The sergeant obviously didn’t like that at all. He tugged his reins and with a nod to his men, grunted, ‘Bring them.’


Disarmed and bound, they were led on foot through the forest and down a steep track until they reached a valley. In the centre was the ruin of a stone building surrounded by tents, fires and at least five dozen more soldiers. Finnlay watched Robert, waiting for some sign that he was about to move. But there was no opportunity, no opening, and even Micah looked worried.


As they approached the tents, another more senior soldier strode up to them. The sergeant gave his report to the captain, who looked the captives up and down.


‘Where did you find them?’


‘Over the ridge, sir. They claim they are just travellers.’


‘I see.’ The captain nodded then turned to Robert. ‘Who are you?’


Finnlay clenched his fists, hoping to warn Robert against giving his name. There was no way to guess what would happen if these men found out his brother’s identity. There were too many variables. Robert had been gone so long he would have no idea whether these men were friends or foe. And if they were foe?


Robert took in the makeshift camp then turned back to the captain. ‘My name is Douglas. Robert Douglas.’


A tiny frown creased the young captain’s brow. ‘Douglas?’ For a moment he appeared to struggle with his memory – then abruptly his eyes widened. ‘My lord! I apologize if my men mistreated you. Sergeant, get rid of those bonds. If you will come with me, my lord? His lordship will be happy to see you.’


‘Oh?’ Robert shot a perplexed look at Finnlay before adding, ‘And who is your master?’


The captain smiled and drew them across the compound, ‘Why Baron Blair, of course!’


Blair met them outside his tent and instantly clapped his hands on Robert’s shoulders. With a bellow of laughter he demanded, ‘By the gods, Robert, what are you doing back? When did you arrive? And Finnlay? I haven’t seen you for months! But how …’


He paused with a glance at the captain who waited behind them. The man quickly explained and Blair gave a small cough and tugged at his shaggy beard. ‘Sorry about that, Robert. We’ve … er, had a bit of trouble with a band of raiders. My men have orders to bring in anyone looking suspicious. Come inside, close by the fire. You must be frozen!’


Inside the tent was a huge brazier glowing with welcome warmth, a long table, a rug on the floor and a scattering of chairs. Blair poured them all wine, but kept throwing puzzled glances in Robert’s direction. Finnlay drew Micah close to the fire but Robert stayed by the table, his eyes on Blair.


‘I tell you, Robert, it will take me days to get over the shock of seeing you again. That’s not to say I’m not glad to see you – but where have you been the last three years?’


‘Here and there,’ Robert replied with a shrug, then smiled to soften the evasion.


‘To be honest, I never thought I’d see you back here. Not after …’


‘No,’ Robert replied, cutting Blair off. ‘Nor did I.’


At that moment, Finnlay’s attention was caught by a new arrival. Flowing white hair, broad muscled shoulders and a gaze that could split oak.


‘Uncle Oliver!’ Finnlay blurted, at once delighted and bewildered.


In response, Robert turned around to be caught up in a rough bearhug. ‘Robert! It’s so good to see you! We just heard you were here. But I don’t understand. I thought you’d quit Lusara for good.’


Despite his obvious shock, Robert managed a smile, ‘I can’t say I expected to see you here either.’


Finnlay greeted his uncle, unable to disagree with his brother. That Blair should be here with his men looking for raiders was no real surprise – that Oliver Sinclair was with him, was. Finnlay stepped back to the fire and watched the man who had, over the years, become almost a second father to him and Robert. Oliver Sinclair had been many things in his long life – a soldier, King’s councillor, battle hero – not to mention Duke of Haddon and the older brother of Finnlay’s mother. Finnlay’s earliest memories held images of this quiet, wise old man, whose hair seemed always to have been the purest white. Over the years he had done much to fill the place of their lost father and in some respects, they had filled the place of the children Oliver had never had.
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