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For Bronwyn and Christine
Who taught me all about sisters


CHAPTER ONE

Gabe had never imagined it was possible to feel this cold and still be able to move. Surely his hands had frozen on the reins? And his nose, the only bit of his face other than his eyes not covered by his cowl, was numb. Gabe tried to wiggle his toes inside his chunky leather boots, but felt nothing.

‘Stop wiggling, Sandals,’ Gwyn shouted, frowning up at him from under the close-tied hood that covered her white-blonde hair. ‘You’re upsetting Bess.’ Gwyn was leading Bess by the bridle, picking a path through the rocks and stunted shrubs that adorned Hayden’s Mont.

The castle in the clouds.

Squinting a little in the dull light, Gabe could just make out the silhouette of the tiny fortress, which seemed to grow directly from the craggy outcrop on which it was built. The keep rose from the heart of a ring of thick, dark walls, perfectly positioned for a view of the entire valley below.

‘I’m freezing,’ Gabe moaned. ‘Can’t I walk with you? At least it might keep me warm.’

He couldn’t believe how quickly the weather had changed, from the warm sunshine they’d left behind at the foot of this cursed mountain, to the dull, grey clouds and howling wind they’d walked into halfway up. And still they seemed no closer to the castle.

‘You’re safer where you are,’ was all she said before turning back to the path, murmuring to Bess, who whickered in response.

A screech above them drew Gabe’s eyes upwards, and he could see the tiny dot that was Albert, Midge’s peregrine falcon. Normally, Gabe loved watching the bird flying in ever-widening circles until he was cruising the sky almost beyond sight. Then would come the incredible dive as Albert swooped on an unsuspecting bird, mid-flight …

But not today.

Today even the mighty wings of Albert were struggling against the wind.

Gabe shifted in the saddle, trying to find a comfortable seat. After weeks of hard travel, there wasn’t a spot on his body that wasn’t sore. As he moved, the package tucked into the back of his breeches shifted, digging into him, and he reached behind to adjust it – and to reassure himself it was safe.

The Ateban Cipher. The whole reason that Gabe was here, struggling up a bleak and stony slope with his friends.

When Brother Benedict had implored Gabe with his dying breath to keep the book safe, Gabe had no thought beyond obeying, little able to imagine what that might mean. Even now, weeks later, Gabe didn’t know what the book was, or why he had to bring it here, to a cold, barren mountain on the other side of the kingdom from his home at Oldham Abbey.

All Gabe knew was that the men following him were desperate to stop him, and he couldn’t let the precious, mysterious book fall into their hands.

Gabe had wrapped the book tightly in its oilskin pouch that morning. Even now, he could see its worn brown cover in his mind, the gilt-edged pages that, when fanned ever so slightly, revealed, as though by magic, an image of the very castle Gabe was now looking at.

It was the only clue that this book of secrets had given up so far.

Twisting in his seat, Gabe turned to check that the others were still trudging up the path behind them. Midge and Eddie were keeping Borlan a safe distance behind Bess, knowing that the stallion preferred to lead. Both of them were sitting on Borlan’s back, but tiny Midge was laid along his strong neck, her dark-brown hair blending with the horse’s black mane as she whispered in his ear. Eddie rode as though in a parade, straight and tall, his dark hair whipping around his face and his cloak flapping behind him.

Merry was leading Jasper, the third horse, while Scarlett rode, but Gabe knew the cousins were taking it in turns. They were also having the most trouble with their mount. Even now, Gabe could see that Jasper’s eyes were rolling and his tail was flicking wildly back and forth as Merry clung to his bridle, her cap of red curls dancing. Scarlett bit her lip, her beautiful face white under the hood of her dark-grey cloak, but she said nothing.

Gabe could understand the horse’s fear. He didn’t really want to go any further up this non-existent path either.

Turning to face forward again, Gabe could see only the sharp, forbidding slopes above them. If they were finding this part of the climb difficult, how were they ever going to manage what lay ahead? He breathed out hard. They would just have to manage. Hadn’t they managed to travel the length of the entire kingdom of Alban, staying one step ahead of what seemed like half an army, for more than three weeks?

And now they were so close.

‘Do you really think we’ll be there by nightfall?’ Gabe shouted to Gwyn over the wind.

‘I hope so,’ she said, not turning to look at him. ‘Ronan will catch us today if we’re not.’

Gabe gulped. ‘He’s that close?’

‘Closer,’ Gwyn said, still trudging doggedly up the slope. ‘I’ve done everything I can to slow them down but …’

Gabe shuddered. Gwyn had been backtracking every night, keeping an eye on those who followed them, including the feared Ronan of Feldham, sheriff and chief torturer for Lord Sherborne, and Whitmore, once the head of the King’s own guard.

A shout behind him broke through Gabe’s reverie, and he twisted in his saddle once again, just as a high-pitched squealing began. To his horror, Gabe could see Jasper rearing up on his back legs, with Scarlett clinging to his mane, trying to keep her seat as Merry clutched for his bridle.

Midge glanced behind her briefly and then concentrated all her efforts on keeping Borlan calm as Eddie jumped down from the saddle and moved quickly to secure the stallion’s head. Gabe knew it was the right thing to do – if Borlan reacted to Jasper’s fear and ran, all the horses would follow – but it left Merry and Scarlett on their own with a huge problem.

Without thinking, Gabe slid from the saddle and ran down the path towards the rearing horse. ‘Wait!’ Gwyn’s voice was sharp on the wind. ‘Don’t!’

But with Gwyn’s hands tied managing Bess, the only one who could help Merry and Scarlett was Gabe.

Desperately, he tried to remember everything that he’d learned during his season in the Abbey’s stables. Every boy at Oldham Abbey had spent three months in every section of the Abbey to help them to decide on their life’s work. For Gabe, the season spent in the stables had been long, slow and, frankly, smelly, and he’d been glad to leave the dark, cool building for his season in the Scriptorium.

Now Gabe wished he’d paid more attention.

All he could remember was the stablemaster’s stern voice telling him to stay calm at all times.

Easier said than done.

But there was one other thing …

‘Merry!’ he shouted over the wind and the horse’s squealing. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Don’t shout!’ she said without looking at him, doing her best to avoid Jasper’s flashing hooves. ‘You’ll only make it worse.’

Gabe slowed, trying to creep close enough so that she could hear him without his having to shout.

‘You need to get him to move forward,’ Gabe said, noting that Merry cocked her ear towards him, though she kept all her attention on the horse. ‘He can’t rear and walk forward at the same time.’

She nodded, lifting her eyes to Scarlett, who was still clinging desperately to Jasper’s back, holding fistfuls of his mane to keep her balance.

‘Scarlett, we need to make him run.’

‘What?’ Scarlett shrieked, and Jasper danced again.

‘Forward,’ Merry continued, trying to sound confident.

‘I’ll get the others out of the way,’ said Gabe, turning to make his way back up to Borlan.

‘Move him off the path,’ Gabe said to Eddie, who nodded, eyes on Midge. The small girl agreed and between them they began the slow and gentle process of convincing Borlan to move sideways, while Gabe dashed further up the path to give the same instructions to Gwyn.

‘Makes sense,’ she agreed, tugging gently on Jasper’s bridle. ‘I only hope that Scarlett can hold him once we clear the way.’

Gabe gulped. He hadn’t thought of that. To get Jasper to move forward, Scarlett would need to give him his head – and once he had that, who knew how far he might bolt?

‘She’ll be okay,’ Gwyn went on and Gabe thought his face must have given away his fear. ‘Scarlett’s been on a horse since she was two years old, even if she did have to learn to ride side-saddle to keep her father happy. The only one who’s better in the saddle is him …’

She pointed to Eddie before turning back to Gabe, grey eyes alight with mischief. ‘Not that I’d ever let on to Scarlett that I thought he was better.’

Gabe couldn’t hold back his grin as he imagined that particular conversation, but it was wiped quickly from his face by the sound of thundering hooves and shouting behind him.

Gabe looked up just in time to jump out of the way, catching sight of Scarlett’s grim face and flying braid as Jasper flashed past him close enough to throw rocks up into Gabe’s face. Feeling as though he’d swallowed a stone, Gabe watched in horror as the horse rushed headlong up the rugged slope, heedless of the peril that every step held for him – and for Scarlett.

‘That’s it,’ breathed Gwyn beside him, her own eyes glued to the unfolding scene. ‘That’s it, bring him in nice and slow.’

And, as Gabe watched, that’s exactly what Scarlett did, not trying to bring the horse up hard – which would probably result in her being thrown over his head – but allowing him to run even as she tightened her grip and shortened the reins, easing Jasper into a canter and then a trot and then, at last, a walk.

By the time they came to a halt, Jasper had raced half a mile further up the hill and the only sound that Gabe could hear was his own heartbeat pounding in his ears, louder even than the howling wind.

‘Well,’ breathed Merry, coming to stand beside him to watch Scarlett slide from Jasper’s back and grab his bridle. ‘We probably didn’t need that right now.’

Gwyn peered around Bess’s great head. ‘No,’ she agreed. ‘But it will happen again. We need to protect the horses. They’ll have to go back.’

Gabe stared at her. ‘Go back?’

‘Yes,’ Merry said. ‘Gwyn’s right. We’ll need to take them back down the mountain and keep them safe.’

She stopped, squinting up at Scarlett still standing quietly with Jasper, seemingly not willing to make a move.

‘I’ll go with Midge and Scarlett,’ Merry said. ‘We’ll hide in the woods while you, Gabe and Eddie sort out this book business and then we’ll head for home as soon as we can. Winterfest is not far away now.’

Gwyn’s jaw set in a hard line at her sister’s words, and she nodded. Gwyn had only one reason for being on this mountain, Gabe knew, and it had nothing to do with him or the Ateban Cipher. No, Gwyn was here because she and Merry had decided that taking him to Hayden’s Mont was the best way to save their pa, Ralf Hodges, from being hanged at Winterfest, a mere three weeks away.

‘I’ll take Sandals and the Prince,’ Gwyn was saying now. ‘Don’t get too comfy down there in the autumn sunshine – we’ll be back before you know it.’

Merry laughed. ‘Given that we’ve got to get three scared horses around Ronan and company, who are probably struggling up these very slopes as we speak, I’m not thinking there’ll be too much lounging about.’

‘Oh yes,’ said Gwyn, thoughtfully. ‘Ronan. See if you can slow him down, will you?’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Merry, with a wink. ‘I’m looking forward to that bit.’

Gabe shook his head at their tone as the rising wind blasted his face. ‘How can you joke about this?’ he asked, rising fear making his tone sharp. ‘Scarlett nearly got killed and the rest of us are probably not far off.’

Merry threw an arm around his shoulders, her cloak flapping behind her. ‘Don’t fret, Sandals,’ she said. ‘Pa always said that fretting just makes everything harder. The best thing you can do right now is to focus on getting up that hill. Midge, Scarlett and I will deal with what’s behind us.’

Gabe swallowed, trying to calm the swarm of bees that seemed to have taken up residence in his stomach. ‘Sorry,’ he muttered, realising that she was right. Worrying about what might happen or what had nearly happened wasn’t going to help them now.

‘Would it help you to say a little prayer or something?’ Gwyn asked, looking earnest but uncomfortable.

‘What?’ asked Merry, looking as surprised by the suggestion as Gabe was. ‘Are you going to hold hands and pray with him?’

‘No,’ said Gwyn, and Gabe was touched by how uncertain she seemed. ‘But we all have our rituals and Sandals here has been without his for weeks now. I need him calm to get him over the final hurdle so, you know, whatever works …’

Her words trailed away uneasily as Merry and Gabe continued to stare at her.

‘Thank you,’ Gabe said, reaching out to touch Gwyn on the arm. ‘I’m okay now.’

Gabe wasn’t sure why, but he didn’t want to share with the girls the fact that he still prayed every day, in the morning when he woke, and at night when he went to bed. The wonderful thing about prayer was that it didn’t need to be said out loud to reach its destination and he found that it helped him to make sense of each day.

He hadn’t realised before he’d left Oldham Abbey how important the rituals of daily life within its walls were to him. Like every other novice and oblate, Gabe had grumbled about having to go to the chapterhouse six times a day, never understanding for a moment how much he’d miss it if he ever had to leave.

Mostly because Gabe had never imagined leaving.

‘Well, if everyone’s okay now, you’d best get going,’ Merry said, still looking at her sister with a strange expression. ‘The sooner you leave, the sooner you’re back.’

‘And the sooner we’re back, the sooner we can save Pa,’ said Gwyn, any sign of that brief hint of uncertainty gone. ‘Come on, Sandals, let’s deliver that book.’

Gwyn reached into the pack she’d tied to Bess’s saddle, unearthing the small bag that Gabe knew contained half-a-dozen boiled eggs and a few handfuls of berries – the last of their food supplies.

‘We’ll take these,’ Gwyn said to Merry. ‘You’ll be able to forage once you’re back in the woods, but there’s not much to eat up here.’

Merry nodded, before taking hold of Bess’s bridle and leading her back on to the path, facing down the slope. With her free hand, Merry dragged her sister to her for a short, fierce hug.

‘Take care,’ Merry said.

‘Always,’ Gwyn answered.

Then Merry was gone, leading Bess towards Midge, Eddie and Borlan. Moments later, Eddie was striding up the hill, his ratty brown cloak flying behind him. ‘We’re to tell Scarlett to follow them down,’ he said.

Gwyn nodded, before turning to lead the trio up the rocky slope. ‘Stay close, boys,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘If you thought it was hard on horseback, you’re in for a real treat.’

Feeling the stones slipping away under his feet as he picked his way up the path behind her, Gabe looked up at the grey, barren hillside that awaited them.

High above them, a small black dot against the leaden clouds, Albert screeched, the shrieking echo bouncing off the rocks around them.
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‘Surely no castle in the history of castles has ever been so well placed to hold off an attack,’ Eddie panted, pulling himself up onto the narrow ledge beside Gabe. ‘How in the world do they get their supplies up here?’

Gabe didn’t have an answer for that even if he’d had enough breath to speak. It had been only two or three hours since they’d left the horses, but the hard uphill trudge made it feel much longer. Rain spattered on his cloak, and Gabe pulled it closer around his body, trying to keep out both moisture and chill.

‘Back door,’ said Gwyn, quietly, sitting on the ledge on Gabe’s other side. ‘Just like the tunnel at Rothwell, only we don’t have time to find it so we just have to knock at the front.’

‘If we ever get there,’ muttered Eddie.

‘Oh, we’ll get there,’ said Gwyn. ‘Well, I will.’

Her grim tone left the boys in no doubt that she’d go without them if she had to.

‘You can’t leave us here,’ said Eddie. ‘You need me to get you in the door, and Gabe’s book is the whole point of the exercise.’

Gabe looked from one to the other, taking in the cold steel of Gwyn’s grey eyes and the haughty self-confidence in Eddie’s. It was Eddie who had brought them to Hayden’s Mont, right up on the border between Alban and Caledon. He’d recognised the fore-edge painting as being the same as one that his father, the King, kept close to him in his solar at the royal palace.

But now Eddie was as much a fugitive as Gabe, and an imposter pranced around Rothwell Castle in his place. An imposter placed there by Lord Sherborne and his henchmen Whitmore and Ronan.

‘I’ll find a way to get in the door,’ Gwyn said, after a moment. ‘And I don’t need Sandals to take the book.’

Eddie snorted. ‘But you do need me to present myself before Lord Lucien,’ he said, haughtily. ‘It will be hard to get a letter proving I’m the rightful Prince – and therefore able to win a King’s pardon for your father – without me.’

Lucien was a former Brother who had stormed from the royal palace after an argument with Eddie’s father many years earlier – and never returned. Eddie was pinning all his hopes on Lucien to prove his real identity.

Gwyn fixed him with a hard look. ‘The only reason I am here with you is that Merry asked me,’ she said. ‘Given the choice, I would have spent the last month back in Rothwell discovering exactly which dungeon they spirited my pa into and getting him out of it. But Merry knew you had no chance of winning back your crown without us – and so here we are.’

Eddie’s silence was the only response and Gabe hid a tiny grin under his hood. He didn’t really think that Gwyn would leave them behind, but that didn’t mean he didn’t enjoy watching her put Eddie in his place every once in a while.

Nobody else could do it quite the way Gwyn could.

‘Can we move?’ Eddie asked.

‘Yes,’ said Gwyn, allowing Eddie to change the subject. ‘It’s time. That rain is only going to get harder and I for one don’t want to spend the night here with you two.’

Gabe got to his feet, groaning. He was covered in bruises from slipping and sliding his way up the slope and his legs were aching from walking on an angle for hours. Lifting his face up to the light rain, he tried desperately to summon up strength from somewhere within him.

‘I could really use a roast dinner – pheasant, potatoes, fresh minted peas, thick, rich gravy,’ Eddie said, making Gabe salivate at the thought. ‘Those boiled eggs were a long time ago.’

Gwyn’s peals of laughter echoed off the stone walls around them. ‘Well, keep dreaming,’ she said, edging her way along the ledge, back to the wall, until she disappeared around a rocky outcrop. ‘Whatever it takes to get you to the castle doors.’

Ignoring his growling stomach, Gabe followed, keeping a sharp eye on the crumbling edge of the ledge, trying to keep his feet, which were substantially larger than Gwyn’s, on solid ground. Glancing sideways, he noted that Eddie was even worse off, the soft leather boots he’d been wearing when Lord Sherborne’s henchmen had kidnapped him were now worn and full of holes, and uncomfortably close to the abyss.

‘Look down there,’ Eddie said, and Gabe leaned forward slightly to peer over the edge. Down below, he spotted a group of dark figures struggling up the slope. Squinting, he picked out Ronan of Feldham bringing up the rear, wearing the bright red cloak that signified his allegiance to Lord Sherborne. The man was waving his arms around, trying to drive his long-suffering soldiers up the mountain, his hard face a menacing mask.

At the head of the group, however, was an even more frightening figure – tall, dark and dressed in black.

Whitmore, the man who had been the Prince’s personal guard. The man who had betrayed him, allowing Lord Sherborne to throw Eddie into a dungeon and put an imposter in his place.

‘I see my loyal servant continues to have my best interests at heart,’ said Eddie, with a wry smile.

‘He does seem to want to catch up with us,’ Gabe said, trying to match Eddie’s tone.

‘Yes,’ said Eddie. ‘And to bring along nine others to keep us safe.’

Gabe managed a chuckle. ‘At least they had to leave their horses behind as well,’ he said.

‘Indeed,’ said Eddie. ‘We’d all have been better off riding mountain goats up here.’

‘Come on, you two.’ Gabe looked up to see that Gwyn had somehow managed to climb up onto a huge boulder above them and was standing, hands on hips, looking down. ‘I don’t think the view’s that good that we need to hang about.’

‘No,’ said Eddie, dragging his eyes away from the group below. ‘No, I’ve seen better.’

‘Well, quick sticks then,’ said Gwyn. ‘Get yourself up here. I’ve a mind to play skittles.’

Puzzled, Gabe cautiously made his way around the ledge and followed Gwyn’s path up the cliff face. He reached Gwyn’s side, Eddie panting behind him, to find her wedged against the rock face, her feet tucked in behind the boulder on which she’d been standing.

‘Ready?’ she asked, eyes alight. ‘Hold my arm, Sandals – just in case.’

Gabe took hold of her arm. ‘In case of wha–?’ Gabe’s words were cut off as Gwyn suddenly thrust hard with her feet against the boulder, dislodging it and sending it crashing down the mountain. Pulled off-balance by the shift in her weight, Gabe clutched at her with his other hand, managing to grab hold just as Gwyn’s feet went out from under her and she slid towards the edge of the ledge.

Feeling his own feet sliding on the path, Gabe desperately tried to hang on to her, throwing his weight back – relieved when Eddie grabbed him around the waist. Slowly but surely, Eddie walked backwards, bringing them all back to solid ground.

‘What were you thinking?’ Gabe asked, fear making him angry. ‘You could have killed yourself – and me!’

Gwyn merely grinned. ‘And yet, here we are, thanks to our very own heroic prince,’ she said. ‘And look!’

Both boys looked over the ledge, following the huge rock’s bouncing path as it hurtled down the mountain in the rain – directly at the dark figures below. As they watched, the group split, diving in all directions as the rock passed over them, looking for all the world like nine-pins.

Gwyn brushed her hands together before wiping dirt and water on her cloak. ‘That should slow them down for a moment,’ she said. ‘They’ll be worried there’ll be another one.’

And with that, she was on the move again, dashing along the wet, narrow ledge as though running through the forest.

‘Come on,’ Gwyn urged, not stopping to look behind her. ‘It will be dark soon and we need to be behind those doors before the moon rises.’

As he hurried after her, Gabe realised he didn’t want to spend a night on one of these narrow ledges and the idea of three feet of solid stone and thick wooden doors between them and Ronan of Feldham was attractive, to say the least.

But it was hard to ignore the small voice in his mind that wondered if Lucien would even let them in.
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