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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.’


2

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.

‘A touching reunion,’ came a dry comment from the door. Finnlay glanced up and recognized the pinched, sallow face and narrow grey gaze of Roy Seaton. Great, this was just what they needed.

But Robert was talking to Oliver and only glanced a greeting in Seaton’s direction. ‘You’re a long way from home, Uncle. My mother is well, I hope?’

Oliver nodded with enthusiasm. ‘She is indeed – though I haven’t seen her myself since the spring. You know how hard it is to get to that damned abbey, Robert. She’ll be delighted to see you back, safe and sound, my boy. I’m surprised she didn’t write and tell me you were on your way.’

‘That would have been difficult – since she didn’t know.’ Robert paused, glancing at Blair but avoiding Finnlay’s eyes. ‘In fact, nobody knows.’

An awkward silence descended on the room. Finnlay was tempted to fill it with some casual comment but there was an undercurrent to the silence he found fascinating. Something in the way Blair glanced at Seaton – and Oliver avoided them both. Finnlay looked to see if Robert had noticed, but his brother’s face was typically shuttered. After a moment, Blair picked up the wine jug and began refilling their cups. As he did so, Oliver sank into a chair close to the fire, his eyes on his eldest nephew.

‘Are you saying you’ve come back in secret?’

Robert shook his head. ‘No, not at all. I see no point in secrecy. I’m not wanted for any crimes. There’s no warrant out for me – unless something has transpired in my absence?’ He cast a questioning look at Blair, who shook his head.

Seaton strode across the room and helped himself to some wine. He grunted, ‘I’ll dare say there are a few who will not be as welcoming of your return, Dunlorn. Not that I would take any notice of that. These days the usurper’s council is made up of either traitors or slavering cronies. I wouldn’t give tuppence for the lot of them!’

‘Hold your tongue, Seaton,’ Oliver chided gently. ‘My nephew has been away a long time. I’m sure he has other things on his mind than your fine opinions.’

‘My apologies, Your Grace, I meant no insult,’ Seaton bowed stiffly but his face betrayed his real thoughts.

‘No insult was taken,’ Robert replied with a quick glance at his uncle. ‘But I’m curious – your calling the King a usurper?’

Seaton raised his eyebrows defensively. ‘Well, he is – it’s a fact we all acknowledge – even Selar himself. What of it?’

‘Well, nothing really,’ Robert’s tone was casual. ‘It’s just that you never used to call him that. I can’t help wondering what has changed.’

‘Oh, please, Robert,’ Blair raised his hands in appeal, ‘don’t let him get started.’

‘Forgive me,’ Robert smiled, ‘but I have a lot of catching up to do.’

Seaton snorted in derision. ‘That’s what you get for turning your back on your country and your people when they most need you. I’m surprised you’re even asking the question – or that you bothered to return at all!’

‘Seaton!’ Finnlay took a step across the room, ‘there is no need for—’

‘What?’ Seaton snapped, ‘Disrespect? Well, tell me, Finnlay, how am I supposed to respect a man like your noble brother, here? He was once our sole voice to the King – our single representative on the council and the one man who was capable of standing up to that fool of a Guilde Proctor. A battle hero, even, and the beloved champion of the people. Where should respect lie when that same man then just walks away? A man who, the moment when things begin to get really difficult, just runs in the opposite direction? By Mineah’s teeth, he didn’t even tell us why he went!’

Finnlay opened his mouth, trying desperately to control his fury. But his brother took a deep breath and murmured, ‘Leave it, Finn.’

Robert then turned a steady gaze on Seaton, who was frozen under that intense scrutiny. Finnlay almost felt sorry for the poor fool. Many men before him had been rooted to the spot by that same gaze and more than a few of them had felt just as intimidated as Seaton obviously did now. It was a strange talent Robert had, and one he used unconsciously. It made men both admire and fear him.

Robert paused as though choosing his words with care. When he spoke it was with his usual even tone, untainted by anger at Seaton’s attitude. But then again, Robert never did get angry at anything. ‘Do you think my staying in Lusara would have helped? Do you really think that if I’d stayed you would not have lost those lands outside Emaine?’ He skilfully ignored the sharp look he got from his uncle and continued, ‘I doubt I would have had any effect on that dispute.’

‘And what do you know about it?’ Seaton blustered. ‘You’ve been away for three years!’

Robert shrugged. ‘I still heard things. As for the rest, my reasons for leaving were between the King and myself and not the business of anyone else. You’re entirely within your rights to be angry at what happened to your lands but please – don’t lay the blame at my feet.’

‘So,’ Seaton drew the word out, ‘you won’t stand against him. I might have known you’d turn your back on us again.’

‘As you have so rightly pointed out, I have been away. If you wish to blame me for what happened, then by all means go ahead, if it makes you feel better. I’ve been held to account for many worse things in my time. But understand this: I am not a part of your argument and never will be. But even if I was, I swore an oath of allegiance to Selar when I joined his council and nothing – neither your anger nor your contempt – will ever convince me to break that oath.’

Seaton glared at him for a moment then without another word turned and stalked out of the tent.

Blair sighed into the silence and glanced at Robert. ‘I’m sorry about that. Those lands had been in his family four generations. There’s been quite a lot of that sort of thing happening lately. Seaton’s still bitter about it.’

Robert remained where he stood, his eyes still on the door where Seaton had gone. ‘Yes, I’m sure.’

Blair came across the room and slapped a hand on his shoulder. ‘Will you spend the night with us here? It’s the least I can do after the trouble my men caused you.’

Robert shook his head. ‘No, thank you. I want to get a little further before we make camp. We’ve still got a long journey ahead of us. I want to cross the mountains before the first snows.’

‘Well, it’s good to have you back, anyway. My men will have your horses ready.’

Oliver stood, ‘I’ll walk you out, Robert.’

Saying goodbye to Blair, they left the tent. Micah went off to retrieve the horses, leaving Finnlay, Robert and their uncle alone in the centre of the compound.

Robert was silent for a moment then murmured, ‘Well?’

Oliver raised his eyebrows and ran a hand through his mane of hair. ‘Please don’t jump to conclusions, Robert. There’s so much you don’t know. A lot has happened while you’ve been away. I beg you, be patient before you act.’

‘Act?’ Robert arched an eyebrow. ‘I have no intention of doing anything. I just want to know what’s going on. Why did Seaton lose those lands? And why are you here? And the others? What’s this all about? What conclusions, exactly, do you want me to avoid?’

‘Look, Robert,’ Oliver leaned forward, his voice dropping, ‘if I were you, I would stay clear of Blair and Seaton for a while. At least until you have a better idea of how things lie.’

‘Is this a warning?’

‘No, nothing like that. But as for that other thing …’

‘What other thing?’

Oliver waved his hands irritably. ‘You know very well what I mean. You’d never heard about Seaton losing those lands and I doubt your brother here told you either. You picked it out of Seaton’s thoughts. Don’t try to deny it – I’ve known you too long. I don’t know what things you got up to while you were away but you can’t continue to do them now. Not if you intend to live long enough to get into any real trouble.’

‘But I …’

The old man frowned. ‘I know what you are, Robert – you and your brother. Fortunately, I don’t think anyone else knows and for that I thank the gods alone. But whatever you do, I beg you to be careful. If not for your sake, then at least for your mother’s.’

*

The moon was long gone behind a swathe of clouds before Finnlay heard Robert call a halt at the bottom of a narrow gully. He was glad. Tired, cold and saddle-weary, he slid down from his horse and let it drink from the shallow stream. In the darkness, he could only just make out the faces of his brother and Micah. Both looked equally tired. He would have to broach the subject of Oliver’s extraordinary revelation in the morning.

On the other hand … ‘I suppose,’ Finnlay murmured, ‘the good side was that you at least found those ruins.’

Micah managed a weary chuckle but Robert turned swiftly and pointed a finger directly at Finnlay’s chest. ‘Not one word, brother. Take this as clear warning – not one, single, solitary word. For once in your life, have the sense to know when to leave something well alone.’

Taken aback, Finnlay spread his arms, the image of innocence. ‘I wasn’t going to say anything, Robert, honest.’

‘I’m going to say this just once, brother, so listen very carefully. I have not come back to Lusara to return to court – or to join the Enclave. I don’t know what Seaton and Blair are up to and I don’t want to know. If you wish to get involved, then that’s your problem. But I will not now, nor ever, become involved in it all again. I’m going home and I intend to stay there. If you can’t live with that, then I suggest you think about taking up permanent residence at the Enclave – or learn to keep your mouth shut. I suspect the former is more likely than the latter. Any questions?’

Finnlay let out the breath he’d been holding and did his best to meet Robert’s gaze. ‘Just one. Why?’

For a second, he actually thought Robert might answer but instead, his brother burst out laughing. ‘Why? Is that all? Is that the best you can do? Oh, Finnlay, really.’

As Robert turned away, Finnlay pursued him. ‘It may be a lame question but I still want an answer. Why? Why did you go? Why come back and why are you determined to turn your back on everything you care about?’

‘But you said I cared about nothing,’ Robert replied offhandedly, reaching up to unsaddle his horse.

‘By the gods, Robert – just answer the damn question! Why?’

‘You don’t really want to know. You’re just hoping that in my reasons you’ll find something you can use to change my mind about the Enclave.’ He paused and turned around to face Finnlay properly. There should have been disdain in his eyes but there was nothing – not even patience. Just a dead, flat and unbroken façade. When he spoke again it was into a cold silence.

‘Trust me, Finn, it doesn’t matter. Not only do I not want to Stand the Circle – but I cannot. I had hoped you’d understand that by now. You, the Enclave and indeed the whole country will have to learn to get along without me. Believe me, it’s better this way. And it’s better too, that you even forget that I am a sorcerer.’

So there it was. The declaration. Even as the words were spoken, Finnlay felt the finality behind them, like a wall of stone for ever separating them. There was a bitter taste in his mouth, of disappointment and futility. All the hopes he’d held for the past few days drained away from him and he felt empty and cold. Robert may have returned to Lusara, but this return was a greater rejection than his exile had ever been.

Finnlay couldn’t look at him any more. He was afraid to. Instead, he turned back to his horse, words of acceptance on his lips. But he never got to say them. At that moment Micah moved, his voice hushed.

‘My lord?’

As Finnlay looked up, Micah pointed towards the forest, his face stern with warning. ‘Someone’s coming.’


3

Micah heard the horse coming towards them at a stumbling gallop, but he couldn’t see anything through the pitch black forest. And there was another sound too, one further behind—

‘A chase,’ he murmured. ‘Your uncle?’

Robert turned swiftly. ‘No. Something else. Get the horses back from the water.’

Seconds later a horse crashed through the undergrowth and pounded across the stream, sending sheets of water into the air. On seeing them the animal reared, but its rider fought and won control. Without hesitating, Micah stepped forward and grabbed hold of the bridle while a voice above him gasped out, ‘Please help me! Robbers … chasing me. Please … need to hide.’

Instantly, Robert moved. ‘Come down off there. Micah, help her up that tree. Quickly!’

The girl jumped down. Micah lifted her on to the lower branch and stepped back. She was invisible in the darkness. He turned around to find his master had already sent the horse on its way. Finnlay had tied their own horses up and was sitting casually with his back to a tree stump. With a nod, Micah grabbed an armful of firewood from the forest floor and squatted down to prepare a fire – as though he’d been there all along.

He was just in time, too. The forest opposite them parted again and three horses sped across the stream, coming to a stumbling halt in front of his master. But these men were not robbers. All three riders wore the unmistakable yellow blaze of the Guilde.

‘Did you see a rider come through here?’ their leader demanded, gruff and out of breath. ‘Moments before us? A criminal and horse thief?’

Robert placed his hands on his hips and nodded slowly. ‘Certainly did. Rode right past us, headed that way. He nearly knocked us down.’

‘That way?’ the man pointed in the direction Dunlorn had sent the horse.

‘Yes. I hope you can follow its tracks. People like that should be stopped.’

‘Right, come on!’ As one, the soldiers turned and took up their pursuit, but Robert stayed where he was until the sound of the horses disappeared into the night. Then, with a warning glance at Micah, he called up to the girl, ‘Come down. Quickly. Finn, get that saddle back on my horse. They could return any minute.’

Micah wasted no time and rounded up their horses, coming back to his master. ‘What next? These poor animals are too tired for flight.’

‘I know. Take them and the girl further up this gully. There’s bound to be a cave or something you can shelter in. Finnlay, go with them. Try to keep the horses quiet and no talking until I return.’

‘And if they come back, my lord?’

Robert gave him a lopsided smile. ‘Just go, Micah. Now.’

Micah nodded and led the others along the stream. Limestone walls rose on either side of them, covered in clumps of determined bushes. The night was so dark, Micah had a lot of trouble keeping to their path, finding eventually that it was easier to walk along the stream bed instead. He scanned both sides of the rising cliffs but could see nothing of any use. Then Finnlay tapped his shoulder.

‘There, behind those bushes. A cave.’

With a breath of relief, Micah gained the bushes and led the horses into the cave. It turned out to be big enough to hide them all. The girl stood beside Finnlay, her eyes fixed on the cave mouth. In silence they waited, listening to the night. With a bit of luck, those soldiers might not even return.

After ten minutes however, Micah began to worry and curse himself for not staying with his master. Sure, Dunlorn was a mighty swordsman, but it was dark and he was tired. Alone, he might not be able to overcome those men if the slightest thing went wrong. Micah shot a glance across the cave to where Finnlay stood. He would know. If anything happened to his brother, Finnlay would know. At least, that’s what Micah hoped. So far, he appeared unconcerned – not that Micah could really see his face, but Finnlay hadn’t moved and that was sign enough.

The minutes dragged by until Micah was about ready to leave the cave, when he heard a splash in the water outside. He froze. His hand instantly went to his sword but Finnlay caught his eye, shook his head and visibly relaxed. Moments later, Robert stood in the cave mouth, gazing inwards.

‘Well,’ Finnlay murmured, ‘you two certainly live interesting lives.’

Micah couldn’t help laughing with relief. ‘It’s getting to be quite a habit.’

Dunlorn came into the cave and glanced about him. ‘Well, it could be worse.’

‘Considering the fact that those were Guildesmen you just lied to, brother, I don’t really see how.’

Spreading his arms expansively, Robert replied, ‘It could be snowing.’ With a grin he turned to Micah. ‘Those men won’t come back. Let’s get a fire started. I’m cold!’

With a blaze going in the middle of the cave, the horses unsaddled and stalled at the far end, Micah pulled one of the bags across to the fire and began to prepare some food. Robert sat down on the other side of the fire and reached out his hands towards the flames. With a glance in Micah’s direction, he waved the girl forward from where she stood by the cave mouth.

‘All right, child,’ Dunlorn began quietly. ‘Do you want to tell us your name?’

The girl moved forward hesitantly, glancing at each of them before taking a seat by the fire.

‘I’m more curious to know why she lied to us,’ Finnlay grunted, taking the piece of bread Micah handed him. ‘Unless I’m mistaken, robbers don’t go around dressed in Guilde robes – although few people would be able to tell the difference.’

Robert hid a smile and turned back to the girl. ‘Well?’

She gazed at him for a moment, not speaking. Now that Micah could see her properly, he realized she was not as young as he’d first thought. Perhaps sixteen or seventeen. Nor was she dressed so poorly. Although her cloak was worn and frayed, the green dress underneath showed little signs of age, even if it was streaked with dust and mud. Her thin, oval face was tanned and made her deep blue eyes almost glow in contrast. A ragged braid of thick black hair tumbled down her back. Although she was obviously wary, the girl appeared strangely unafraid and moved with a confidence beyond her years.

‘You can speak, can’t you?’ Finnlay prompted, his patience wearing thin.

‘Yes,’ she murmured with a little laugh. ‘Of course I can – and I’m sorry I lied to you back there. My name is Jenn and I thank you for your help. I don’t think that poor horse would have taken me much further. He was already winded and stumbling when I came upon you.’

‘And why were they chasing you?’ Finnlay asked flatly.

She dropped her gaze for a moment. ‘I guess I insulted them. I’m no horse thief, I promise you.’

‘Are we supposed to believe that?’

‘Finnlay, please,’ Robert chided. Micah handed out cups of ale, then settled down with his back to the wall of the cave, his feet toasting nicely before the fire.

Finnlay took a swallow, then wiped his hand across his mouth. ‘Then that horse was yours?’

‘Not exactly. I … borrowed it.’

‘Borrowed it? From whom?’

At this, she smiled a little. ‘I don’t know. I didn’t have time to ask. When those men came at me I just leaped on the first one to hand. By then it was too late.’ The smile vanished, replaced by a frown. ‘Do you think they will have found it by now? Do you think those soldiers will return it to its owner?’

Finnlay blinked at her unveiled anxiety. If she was trying to fool them, she was doing a very good job. However, Micah didn’t think she was. There was, after all, no reason for her to lie now – after they had helped her.

‘I don’t know,’ Dunlorn answered lightly. ‘Perhaps next time you’ll learn not to insult the Guilde. It can be dangerous. Men have been killed for less. But I’m curious. What exactly did you say to them?’

‘Well, er … have you heard the story about the hermit of Saint Cuthbert’s?’

‘By the gods,’ Finnlay rolled his eyes and leaned back on his elbows.

‘Ignore my brother,’ Dunlorn smiled companionably. ‘What hermit?’

‘I don’t know him personally, of course, but this hermit was once a Brother at Saint Cuthbert’s and has spent the last twenty years living deep in this forest. A few weeks ago he suddenly returned to the abbey and told the Abbot that he’d had a vision of Mineah – and of a dark angel who has come to the land to tear the Church in two. Having made this dire pronouncement, the hermit then left and disappeared again. As you can imagine, this story went around like wildfire. I mean, it’s been decades since anyone had a proper vision of Mineah. I even heard someone say that it means she’s about to take on human form again – just like she did five hundred years ago when the crumbling empire destroyed the last of the sorcerers. Back then, when the goddess helped the empire, they built a shrine to her in Alusia – so you can imagine how much people hope she is coming back now.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Finnlay interrupted, ‘but do we come to the Guilde somewhere in here – or is this just a history lesson?’

Jenn turned her head until she faced him squarely. ‘A pity it’s not a lesson in good manners.’

Robert burst out laughing. And while Micah chuckled, Finnlay just looked sour.

‘Never interrupt a storyteller, brother! Please, Jenn, go on.’

‘Well,’ she began again, ‘I was working at the tavern in Westmay, near the monastery. Those Guildesmen came in and started giving the innkeeper a lot of trouble. He’s a friend of mine, you see, but he couldn’t do anything to stop them. So I just told them that perhaps this dark angel in the hermit’s vision was not an angel at all, but the Guilde itself!’

Micah’s eyes widened and even Finnlay choked.

Robert shook his head in wonder. ‘By the gods my girl, but you do live dangerously!’

Jenn shrugged. ‘They’re so sour these days. I just got annoyed. I couldn’t help it.’

‘Obviously not! Were they stationed in your village? Will they be waiting for you when you go home?’

‘Oh, it’s not my home. I was just staying there for a while before I moved on. I don’t really have a home.’

Micah looked up at this. ‘No home? What about your family?’

In answer, she just raised her shoulders.

Robert frowned slightly then shot Micah a warning glance. ‘I think it’s time we all got some sleep. It’s late and I want to get moving by dawn.’

*

Bushes rustled against the cave mouth as a brisk wind whistled down the gully. It had started as a light breeze two hours before dawn but now, as the first glow touched the heavens, it warned of darker weather to come. From where he lay, he could see only a thin strip of sky still bleak with night, but on the western face of the gully opposite, he started to make out details by the light of the coming dawn. Thin, stringy plants clung tenaciously to the cliff face and draped their long roots towards the water far below as though desperate to drink.

Slow and silent, Robert pulled his blankets back and rose from his bed. Behind him, the others slept on undisturbed. He moved carefully forward to the cave opening and looked up. It was still blissfully dark but there was just enough glow in the east to make out the shifting clouds tumbling across the sky. There would be rain later – a lot of rain.

He glanced back inside the cave. The fire was little more than a glow, banked against the morning. Around it were three bundles of black, his sleeping companions. Beyond them, standing silently in ignorant peace, were the horses.

Thus he returned in stealthy sorrow, quiet and black with the night. Unfinished and unending…

The quote was ancient, from The Chronicle of Banderic. Six hundred and twenty-three years old. Amazing.

Not so amazing, really. He must have read that book a dozen times by the age of fifteen. A sweeping tale of adventure and bravery, of exploration and discovery. Even now, some of those place names could conjure up a feathertouch of excitement, remind him of the boy he’d once been. What was the rest of the quote?

Imperfect and eternal, the rage unquelled in his breast, there to die a forgotten peace. Untempered flame of unholy passion will guide his path though wisdom itself will fail him at the last…

Was it really so long ago since that awful day when he’d stood before the Key, an innocent child of nine? Had the years passed so quickly that he’d not noticed? Within the age of the Enclave, it was a grain of time but to Robert, everything came down to that one moment. Those few seconds suspended at the edge of his childhood had changed his life and had brought him to where he was today, standing in a cave somewhere in Shan Moss. How could one single moment determine the course of an entire life? How had he allowed it to?

He walked forward out of the shelter. He felt the wind immediately and turned his face into it, revelling in the fresh cold touch. It had been so long since his flesh had caught a wind like that. And the smells – so familiar and yet so different. Invisible reminders pricked at his memory, touching things here and there. So much he’d forgotten. So very much.

But it hadn’t just been that one moment, had it? In all, his life had been a series of moments, all equally to blame, all equally leading him to damnation.

No, they would leave him alone. He would make sure of it. This was one thing he would not fail at. There was nothing – absolutely nothing – they could say or do that would change his mind.

He bent down and trailed his fingers in the water, feeling them tingle and go numb. He wanted to reach out to the numbness, make it course through his veins and into his very heart. He wanted to wrap it around his soul, to drown in it. Anything that would finally grant him some peace.

But peace was not so easily gained. Three years wandering the southern lands had taught him that. There was no peace. He would just have to go on feeling, regardless of his will. He could no more stop it than tell the wind to stop blowing. It was inevitable, that failure. Just as inevitable as this return to Lusara.

Why hadn’t he seen that before? But three years ago, in the black pits of his frustration and despair – when rage had threatened to overwhelm him – thoughts of any return had been beyond him. And now looking back on it … on Berenice …

No! Not that. He would not – could not – afford to think about her.

Then what about Marcus? Faithful, exuberant, wise. Gone now. Gone before Robert had even seen him again. Gone for ever. Another friend lost, another voice silenced. A sombre welcome back to Lusara.

So – what was he to do about Finnlay? Send him on his way? Do as he asked and go to the Gathering? Or continue as he had always done and keep trying to make his brother understand. But was there anything left – any words remaining to convince his brother and all those like him that Robert was not the man they thought he was? That to put their faith in him was to guarantee failure – and worse?

But he already knew the answer. Finnlay was his brother and for all his faults, Robert loved him. As long as Robert had breath to command, he would continue trying to teach his passionate, fiery sibling all he could. And perhaps, somewhere in there, at some point in time, Finnlay might just be able to forgive him his great crime.

Yes, forward. He must continue forward. The past was gone. The future would not be so bad that he couldn’t bear it. It only required a modicum of strength – and a cartload of determination. It could indeed be much worse.

He straightened up and turned his eyes towards the sky once more. It was almost dawn now, with that crisp grey half-light which characterized the moments just before the sun rose. That delicious moment of renewal, when the earth refreshed itself before diving into the coming day. Yes, it was time to move. He took a step back from the water – and stopped. A sound from the cave, movement and a light whispered voice.

Robert smiled. ‘I wouldn’t bother taking that horse. It’s lame.’

The girl’s face snapped around towards him in surprise. She remained frozen in the cave mouth, her hand on the horse’s bridle, then, giving in easily, she shrugged. ‘I didn’t think you would miss it.’

‘I sincerely hope you don’t make a habit of borrowing horses. Next time there may not be anyone around to rescue you. Do you?’

‘What?’

‘Make a habit of it?’

She raised her eyebrows and for a brief second, Robert had the strangest feeling that she looked familiar. The moment was fleeting however, and didn’t last long enough for him to pinpoint why.

‘You don’t look very surprised,’ she replied evenly. ‘Were you waiting for me?’

‘No, I was watching the sunrise – and you didn’t answer my question.’

‘No, I don’t make a habit of it. Despite what that Guildesman said, I’m not a thief. Look, put yourself in my place. I don’t know who you are – or why you helped me. It’s a matter of survival, after all. For all I know, you could be murderers.’

Robert nodded deliberately. ‘Aye, we could indeed. What do you want? Back to your village?’

‘Would you take me if I asked?’

‘That would depend on how much I trusted you.’

‘Or on how much I trusted you.’

Despite his best intentions, Robert had to laugh. Jenn said nothing, merely watched him. She was no innocent, this one. Instead, she seemed to face life with a shameless bravado. ‘Where, then?’ he said.

‘Well, if you gave me the horse then I wouldn’t be stealing it, would I?’

‘But it’s not my horse. It belongs to Finnlay, so you’d have to ask him. Any other suggestions?’

She gave him a measured look then glanced away. ‘Are you heading across the mountains?’

‘Yes.’

‘Would you take me to the other side?’

‘Who are you running from – apart from the Guilde?’

‘No one.’ She frowned up at him. ‘Why should I be running? I’ve just always wanted to see the other side of the country. I know I’ve probably annoyed your brother, but really, I could be useful. I can cook better than your sunny-faced friend in there.’

Robert had to concede there was some virtue in her travelling with them. While this stranger was around, Finnlay would have no choice but to keep quiet. There was no way Finnlay would endanger the five-hundred-year-old secret of the Enclave by speaking about it in front of the girl. Indeed, she could be more useful than she thought.

‘Well, don’t expect him to be happy about it,’ he smiled. ‘Finnlay has a bad habit of letting things smoulder away. Don’t be surprised if he hardly says a pleasant word to you.’

She waved a hand in the air. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll win him around.’

Robert reached up and took the horse’s bridle from her. ‘You can ride this horse if you like.’

‘But you said it was lame!’

He tossed her an apologetic smile. ‘Well, it was – yesterday. Come on, let’s wake the boys up.’

But Finnlay was already awake and immediately herded Robert to the back of the cave, out of earshot. In a hushed voice he hissed, ‘You can’t be serious! We don’t know who she is. Last night the Guilde were chasing her. Do you want to bring them down on you so soon after your return? And to take her across the Goleth? Right past …’

Robert lifted his saddle on to his horse and spared Finnlay only the briefest glance. ‘What do you expect me to do? Just leave her here? Send her back into the waiting arms of the Guilde? Abandon her at the first village we come across? You’ve sworn the knight’s oath, brother. She’s helpless and alone in the world. It’s our duty to protect her.’ He finished with a smile hoping to break Finnlay’s mood but it didn’t make any difference.

With a scowl Finnlay straightened up. ‘I see. Well, I’m sorry, brother but it’s not that simple. You won’t get rid of me that easily.’ Without another word, he turned and made for his saddle.

Robert shook his head. Where did Finnlay get these strange ideas?

*

The day wore on, cool and dark as the persistent clouds that hung ominously above. More than once, Micah peered through the golden canopy of forest hoping for some break in the grey sky. And now, with midday just past, the wind had freshened, threatening a storm.

He rode behind Robert and Finnlay, keeping Jenn company – or rather, she kept him company, for she was an interesting, intriguing companion. She had a quick mind and, it seemed, a fearless tenacity. Nevertheless, Micah felt it his duty to find out as much about her as possible. Besides, she made him laugh.

‘You look so grim, Micah,’ Jenn murmured gravely, her azure eyes fixed upon him. ‘What are you worried about now?’

‘The weather, nothing new. I suppose I’d forgotten just how quickly it changes here. And it’s so cold. Aren’t you cold?’

‘Not particularly.’

Micah shook his head and flexed his fingers a few times. ‘So,’ he tried again, ‘if Westmay was not your home – where do you come from? Where is your family?’

Jenn laughed. ‘So curious, Micah. All questions, questions.’

‘Have you something to hide?’

‘We all have something to hide.’ With a meaningful look at the two lords ahead of them, she leaned towards Micah conspiratorially. ‘I’ll tell you if you tell me why those two hardly speak. Why is Finnlay so angry with his brother?’

For a moment, Micah actually thought she was serious, then he saw the way her eyes sparkled with mischief and he relaxed. ‘How should I know?’ he asked.

‘You travel with them. They trust you. You must know. The only thing I don’t understand is why Robert is not angry in return.’

‘He never gets angry,’ Micah shrugged.

‘What, never?’

‘No. He says that anger is the one emotion that makes a man ultimately vulnerable and ultimately dangerous. He says he has no desire to be either.’

‘But why is Finnlay angry with him in the first place?’

Micah turned his head to look at her. Yes indeed, the same mischievous glint in her eyes. Instead of replying, however, he said, ‘You’re trying very hard to change the subject.’

She lifted a shoulder idly. ‘Not that hard.’

‘We were discussing your family.’

‘Were we? I thought we were discussing your master.’

Micah grinned. ‘As I said, you’re changing the subject.’

‘But there’s no mystery there, Micah, honest. I grew up in a tavern on the other side of Shan Moss. When I was twelve, my father died and my mother went mad. They took away my brother and hanged him as a thief. As I was only a child, they took away the tavern and I was left to find my own way. Since then I‘ve wandered the countryside, working where I can. My goal is to see the whole country before I die.’

Micah coughed. ‘Is that the truth?’

‘What?’ she glanced at him with eyes of pure innocence. After a moment, she softened, ‘Well, mostly – all right, not much, but I did grow up in a tavern with my father. When he died I was sent to his sister’s farm but she had no room for me and after a few months, turned me out. I lost the inn and my father. I’ve been travelling ever since.’

‘And your mother?’

‘I never knew her. She died when I was born.’

‘You are a storyteller, aren’t you?’ Micah laughed.

‘I’m learning,’ she grinned. ‘That’s why I travel – to collect stories. You’d be amazed at the things people tell me, the things I hear by accident.’

‘Such as?’

‘Well, like the hermit and his visit to Saint Cuthbert’s. I’d like to hear stories you’ve heard on your travels. Like when you were on the southern continent. Did you see Alusia or the Palace of Bu?’

‘You’ve heard of the Palace?’ Micah demanded, shocked.

‘Of course. It’s said the place was built by sorcerers centuries ago – but I don’t believe everything I’m told.’

‘Well, it looked to me like it was built by ordinary folk.’

‘Oh?’ Jenn shot back, ‘how could you tell?’

‘I just know about these things,’ Micah ventured a casual smile. ‘I even met a sorcerer once.’

Jenn laughed in disbelief. ‘That’s what everybody says.’

‘Well I did – and if there had been any wandering around the Palace of Bu, I would have known.’

Shaking her head, Jenn turned her gaze to their path and fell silent a moment. Then, with her hands folded together on the pommel of her saddle, she said, ‘I heard another story once, about a legend.’

Something about her composed manner and the subtle change of subject drew his attention. ‘What legend?’

‘It’s an old story though I’ve heard it many times from many different people. Of course, the details vary depending on who was talking – and why. It has to do with an evil King and a young lord who befriended him. The young lord worked hard, turning the King’s hand away from destroying the people. In return for helping to bring peace to his country, the king bestowed many honours on the young lord and held him high above all others. From these new heights the lord took the armies of the King and fought many battles along the northern border of the country, quelling invading armies and bringing security to those who lived there. The King, full of gratitude, granted the lord many requests to help the people and in return they loved the young lord and took him into their hearts. But jealousy and intrigue ate away at the souls of those around them and one day, the young lord turned his back on the King and left his people alone. Some say he was driven away – some say he left in fear. Others believed that one day he would return with a conquering army, destroy his old friend and take the throne himself.’

Micah kept his silence and waited for her to finish. There was nothing, after all, that he could say.

‘As it turns out,’ Jenn continued with a glance in his direction, ‘they were all wrong, weren’t they, Micah?’

He couldn’t meet her gaze. ‘Why ask me? It’s your story.’

‘Because that young lord is your master – Robert Douglas, Earl of Dunlorn.’

Micah let out a pent-up breath and turned to study her for a moment. The inevitable question came out: ‘How did you know?’

‘Two brothers, five or six years apart? One called Robert, the other Finnlay? The way your master took command the moment I begged for help and the fact that Finnlay was so annoyed that it was the Guilde chasing me. Robert’s been away for a long time, on the southern continent.’ She paused with a shrug. ‘It wasn’t that hard. His return is not supposed to be a secret, is it?’

‘No, not exactly. However, my master would like to get back to Dunlorn before it becomes common knowledge.’ He watched her. Was she trustworthy? She returned his gaze without artifice, no glint in her eye, no suggestion of mischief. This was her true face, her honest face – and he believed her. He stored the memory away for future reference. There was really no telling otherwise when she was … enlarging on the truth.

Reading his unspoken question, she murmured, ‘I’m no danger to your master, Micah. As a storyteller, I’m more interested in how the legend came to be, rather than the destruction of it. Your master is very important to the people. Even today. I hope he understands that.’

Micah nodded absently. It was all very well and good her saying that – but she only knew the story and not the truth. What would she say about the legend if she knew that at its heart was the secret of forbidden sorcery and a whole world beyond her vivid imagination?

His gaze returned to the two men who rode in front, in silence. Jenn had seen Finnlay’s anger but his vow to the Enclave and his Sealing would prevent him from saying anything about why.

The tales of sorcery had died out along with the last of the old order and now were little more than stories with which to frighten children. No one remembered any more just what sorcerers had done. All they knew was that once sorcerers had flourished and worked alongside the old empire until one day they had turned against it. The facts, along with most of the details, had faded with time, but it was a matter of great pride to most people that the sorcerers had been defeated in the end. They’d been hounded, caught and tortured throughout the world until the last had given up his life.

All that had happened over five hundred years ago. Sorcery had died out along with the last remnants of the empire. Everybody knew it, everybody believed it. It was a fine story – a great and triumphant history – but Micah knew it was also a lie.

Not all the sorcerers had taken part in that last battle. In fact, not all of them had taken part in the rebellion against the empire. A small few had refused to be a part of the conflict and rather than help or hinder, had simply left. When the final battle against the empire was lost, some of the survivors joined them. Together, hidden by their awesome powers, they had come to Lusara and founded the Enclave. Five centuries later their secret was still intact, their powers unseen.

And this girl wanted to know why Finnlay was angry! What would she say if he could tell her that Finnlay raged because Robert had turned down a greater power than any of them could possibly imagine?

*

As they emerged from the forest, Robert called a halt and took his first unhindered look at the Goleth mountains spread out before him. From this point they ran a further eighty leagues to the north and almost a hundred leagues south to the coast. It would take them five days to cross the range if all went well, but first they needed some supplies. And there, perched on the side of a crumbling foothill, stood the village of Solmoss. Buildings were cramped together in a scar of brown against the grey stone, dwarfed by the expanse of Shan Moss below, the peaks beyond. These people were poor, scratching a living from the wild goats that lived in the mountains and what game they could find in the outer reaches of the forest. Few people ventured further in or high into the mountains. Superstition kept them out of the forest – and something else entirely kept them out of the Goleth.

‘Do we stop for the night or go on?’ Finnlay asked without preamble. ‘I don’t like the look of this weather.’

Robert nodded, ‘It’s too early to be stopping but I agree, it looks like it’s going to turn very sour. We’ll stay the night and give the horses some rest before they tackle the mountains. We can get a good start in the morning.’

His expectations were shared by the villagers. Down every narrow street, people were closing shutters, taking belongings inside. They knew the mountain weather well and their preparations made Robert more than a little uncomfortable. He couldn’t afford a long delay. If it should snow it would be impossible to cross the mountains before spring. As they dismounted before an inn, Robert prayed silently this storm would last only the night.

‘Micah, you take care of the supplies. Get enough to last us a week. We’ll be across the Goleth by then and I don’t want to weigh the animals down too much.’ He paused, noticing Finnlay’s eyes on him. He wanted to talk. Not only about the Enclave – but about Oliver too. Well, Robert wanted to talk as well, but not now. Now there were more practical things to worry about. ‘And we need to find Jenn something warmer to wear.’

Jenn glanced at him, startled, but said nothing. As Micah went off about his chores, Robert headed up the busy street, Finnlay and Jenn following behind.

Solmoss had grown little since Robert had last been here. There were a few more houses further up the hill but the local shrine still stood alone. Beyond and hidden by the scrubby wood was a deep ravine and the only pass through the range. A few market stalls squatted on the edge of the village, as if shrinking back from the shrine built to protect them. It was here that Robert stopped to find a new cloak for Jenn. Most of the stalls were now closing in preparation for the coming storm, but Robert displayed a few coins for encouragement and soon he found something useful.

‘This one will do,’ he murmured, reaching for a thick brown garment of rough-spun wool. He turned to show it to her, but she wasn’t paying attention. ‘Jenn?’

At the sound of her name, she stepped back, bumping into him. ‘Look – the shrine. The Guilde!’

Robert turned. A little further up the hill, perched on a single rock outcrop, stood the wooden trium, the same as in any village in Lusara – but this one was surrounded by at least a dozen Guildesmen and their attention was focused on one thing.

‘By the gods!’ Finnlay breathed. ‘They’ve got Arlie Baldwyn!’

There were a few people standing around, watching as the Guilde dragged the man to the trium and tied his hands to the triangular arms, bound his feet at the base. The fair head was raised and fixed defiantly on the nearest Guilde guard. His wife Martha was nowhere to be seen.

Robert started forward but events moved too quickly. Arlie’s head was pulled back, his face a grimace. There was a flash of steel and Arlie screamed as his left hand was severed at the wrist. Robert grabbed Finnlay’s arm. ‘Find Micah! Get the horses and bring them around the village to the wood, there. Do you see it?’

‘But …’

Without pausing, Robert gripped his shoulders hard. ‘If we don’t get Arlie down they’ll leave him there to bleed to death! Move. I’ll find Martha.’

Without another word, Finnlay turned and headed back down the hill.

When Robert looked back the small crowd was dispersing from around the trium and the Guildesmen were returning to the village. Four were left on guard.

There was only one way they could do this – but first, he had to find Martha. Quickly. He took in a deep breath and marshalled his concentration. Reaching deep inside, he awoke his Senses, sent them out into the village. He focused on one single thing, one aura – and there! Martha, hiding behind the building just opposite. Finnlay would come across her as he returned. Good. That made things so much easier. Now to get Arlie out.

Robert glanced back at Arlie, silently willing his friend to hold on. Then he turned to Jenn. ‘I need your help.’

She didn’t answer. Her eyes were fixed on the shrine and the blood falling down Arlie’s bound arm.

‘Jenn?’ Robert reached out and touched her shoulder. She jumped and turned a look of sheer panic on him. He kept his voice calm but couldn’t extinguish the urgency. ‘I need your help. They’re leaving him there to die, Jenn. He’s my friend. I have to help him.’

There was no apparent reason for it, but the panic died from her eyes. She took a deep breath. ‘What do you want me to do?’

He gave her a quick smile of encouragement then led her across the street and into the wood. They waited in the shelter of a scrawny tree as the first drops of rain began to fall. The last of the market stalls closed up as everybody headed indoors. ‘I need you to create a diversion. Those guards there, go up to them, talk to them – whatever. But draw them away from Arlie.’

‘Now?’ she murmured, her eyes still on the yellow uniforms.

‘Not yet. When Finn gets back with the horses. We can’t get far without them. We’ve got a few minutes.’

Jenn nodded calmly, but her hands were shaking. Robert reached out and took them. Her fingers were cold – he never did get that cloak. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Why?’ she murmured, rigid with fear – or was it anger? ‘Why did they do that to him?’

‘I don’t know,’ Robert frowned. Familiar seeds of frustration and helplessness gnawed at him as though the last three years had never passed. ‘He must have broken some Guilde Law.’

‘But cutting off his hand? What book of law does that come from?’

What indeed? And why the left hand? What had Arlie done?

But Jenn wanted an answer. There would be time to deal with other reasons later. ‘The punishment I’ve heard of goes back to the days when sorcerers still walked the land and were feared and hated. It was said that cutting off the left hand would stop their powers – something about a talisman they used. It was then supposed to be easier to kill them. But I don’t know why the Guilde have suddenly started using such a thing after all this time. I mean, everyone knows there are no sorcerers any more. It must be some new law.’

At that, Jenn turned to face him. ‘Why didn’t you stop them?’

The question threw him. ‘There was no time.’

‘No. I don’t mean today.’

No, she didn’t. She meant something else entirely. ‘You know who I am,’ he stated flatly. ‘How did you know?’

She took a step closer and her eyes searched his face. He could only guess what she was looking for. ‘Why didn’t you stop the Guilde?’

He met her gaze for a long moment, then looked away. A thousand answers raced through his mind – answers he could and had given out as easily as prayers at Caslemas. Quick, simple, pat answers that hinted at but never actually told the truth. For some reason though, he could utter none of them. He opened his mouth in an effort to do so, but the only thing that came out was the truth. ‘Because I couldn’t.’

He gave her no further opportunity to ask questions. Finnlay and Micah had found Martha and were now coming through the woods towards them. It was time to move.

‘Get the guards as far to the other side of the shrine as you can manage and then be prepared to run. Don’t worry, I won’t leave without you.’

‘But can you get him down without help?’ Jenn’s hands started shaking again but she was in control.

Robert smiled. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll have help.’

As Finn arrived, Jenn headed out of the wood and into the rain. The wind whipped at her gown, caught her hair but she continued doggedly. Boldly she strode up to the nearest guard.

‘What’s she doing?’ Finn whispered.

‘I don’t know. Just listen.’

From beneath the wind, he could hear Jenn. As she spoke, the other guards gathered around her, all captured by her disarming smile – and yet, even with the wind and the rain, Robert could still hear that tremor of fear or anger in her voice.

‘I sincerely hope you have a very good reason to do such a thing to this criminal,’ she said. ‘From what I’ve heard, this punishment is reserved for sorcerers …’

‘Oh hell,’ Finnlay groaned in Robert’s ear.

But Robert wasn’t listening so much as watching what Jenn was doing. Almost with each word, her weight shifted a little and she drew the guards away from the shrine. Not far from it – but almost far enough.

‘You’d better hope,’ she went on, ‘that he’s not a sorcerer or you could be sorry.’

‘He’ll be sorry!’ One guard laughed and his mates joined in.

‘Because I’ve heard stories about things like this,’ Jenn continued, unperturbed. ‘About ghosts that have risen from the trium and haunted their murderers for years afterwards. For some reason, cutting off the hand like that ensures a man will become a ghost when he dies. I even heard one story about a Guildesman who threw himself from a cliff because a ghost had haunted him every night for ten years. If that’s what a normal man would do, just imagine what will happen to you if this man is a sorcerer.’

Robert tensed as each of the guards turned to glance at Arlie. Then they looked back at Jenn as she regaled them with more tales. Now was the time to move.

He strode out of the woods into a deserted space, slashed by wind and rain. The guards seemed oblivious to it – and Robert reached out to help them a little. With the smallest brush, he pushed their attention away from Arlie.

He gained the shrine in seconds. Thunder rolled above him as his knife came out and cut the bonds holding Arlie. He left the rope around the man’s left wrist to stem the flowing blood. As the last thread was cut, Arlie fell forward and Robert caught him. With a silent grunt he hefted Arlie on to his shoulder and turned back for the woods where Finn was waiting. Together they got him on to a horse with Martha mounted up behind to hold him steady.

‘You get moving. We’ve got seconds, no more. Head up the track to the river. If we can get over the bridge before they reach us we’ll be safe.’ Robert sent them on their way then turned back to see where Jenn was.

At that second, lightning flashed across the sky – and Jenn raised her hands as if to put a curse on the men before her. Then with a kind of manic laugh she turned and ran further up the hill – away from Robert. Two of the guards moved to follow her but the others glanced back to find their prisoner was missing. Instantly the alarm was called and Robert took off.

He ran through the woods, higher up the hill, until he found Jenn, panting for breath. He grabbed her hand and together they raced on until they reached Finn and the others. Through the storm they could hear the sounds of pursuit. They had to get to that bridge.

They trotted the horses along the track but as quickly as they moved they were still too slow. The guards would be on them in minutes – with the rest of their number. This was not going well.

‘There!’ Micah shouted suddenly, ‘the bridge!’

The wood ended abruptly with a wide canyon carved through the rock. A raging river tore through its heart, spanned by a frail bridge too narrow for more than one horse at a time. Trestle legs supported the bridge but it was the rope railings that held it high above the water. On the other side was the path into the mountains and safety.

‘Take Arlie and Martha across, Finn. Go with them, Jenn. Take the horses.’ Robert had to shout over the storm. The bridge creaked under the weight, but one by one they crossed safely. ‘Your turn, Micah!’

But no sooner had he stepped on to the first slat than the guards finally came upon them. Robert whipped out his sword and blocked the entrance to the bridge. Micah was ready to turn back to help him, but Robert shouted for him to go. As Micah stumbled across, Robert swung his sword, desperate to keep the guards from the bridge, but there were too many of them. He killed the first but his place was instantly taken by another. Robert swung again but as the man fell, another rushed past and began hacking at the bridge rope. Micah was still out there and the violence of the blow made him slip. Robert rushed to stop the attack but he was too late. The first rope snapped and the bridge tilted. The wooden supports strained against the water’s current and, desperately, Micah scrambled to hold on.

Robert turned back to the bridge but the guards were on him, crowding him, determined. He inflicted damage but he was outnumbered. Another gained the bridge and began hacking at the remaining rope. Robert tried to fight his way through but couldn’t get near. He shouted a warning but even his own ears heard nothing over the storm. Suddenly the last rope snapped and the bridge was left to stand alone.

It wasn’t made for this kind of misuse. Slowly it began to tilt further, then, with a jerk, fell sideways. With a yell, Micah slipped completely and fell, knocking his head. Through the rain, Robert could see the smear of red blood across Micah’s face, saw him slide over the edge of the bridge, unconscious, his left arm hanging useless at his side. The bridge tilted again and the river tugged at Micah’s feet. Robert strained to get to him, but he was cornered, fighting for his life. In agony, he watched Micah slide closer to death, when suddenly he stopped falling. A hand grabbed his clothing, two hands, desperately. Jenn!

Flat on her stomach, she held on to Micah against the river. But she wasn’t strong enough to pull him back up. She needed help – but if Finn went out there, the bridge would surely fall.

Robert ducked a blade aimed at his head and slipped on the muddy precipice. He tumbled down to a rock ledge and had a moment’s respite as the guard scrambled to follow him. In that second, Robert turned, haphazardly gathering his powers to hold the bridge but—

The bridge moved again. With Micah dangling over the side, Jenn holding on to him, the bridge shifted, shuddered and moved – against the current. Slowly it rose until it was almost level. Jenn hauled Micah alongside her, her face screwed up with the effort. Instantly Finnlay dashed out to her. Together they dragged Micah’s body to safety. The moment they hit the mud, the bridge groaned again and collapsed completely.

As the last splinters of wood floated down into the canyon, Robert glanced back at the guard. They were upon him now, the first blade swung in his direction. He parried it, pushed the man back – then turned towards the river …

And jumped.
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Pain.

Over and over he tumbled. Breathe … water … cold! Hold on, Robert. Concentrate. Find the other side. Move. Ignore the pain. Concentrate. Focus. Reach out. Reach out.

Pain.

Focus, damn you! Focus. Find the other side! Do it! Forget the bridge, forget the Guilde. Find the other side. Concentrate. Reach out, gather your damned powers you idiot! What good are they if you can’t find the other side of the canyon!

So this was how Selar had felt …

Focus! You’ll drown if you don’t focus!

Robert, honest, I didn’t touch the bridge…

That’s it, push the pain down. Focus, concentrate. Reach out and there – there’s the rock. Kick. Ignore the cold. You’re getting closer. Touch the rock. That’s it …

Robert’s head came above the water and icy air ripped into his lungs. Inch by inch he pushed himself up on to the rock and out of the torrent. For a minute he lay there, unmoving, until the pain resurfaced, the cold. He turned and looked back up the canyon. The bridge, the wood, the Guildesmen were nowhere to be seen. He must have been washed some way downriver.

With a groan, he climbed to his feet. No broken bones, nothing but a few bruises – and the hideous cold. He had to get moving before the cold could kill him. Before him rose the canyon wall, grey, wet with rain and beaten by the wind. But there was a path. All he needed to do was get to the top. Finnlay would find him. Finnlay was a Seeker. He would come and find him.

The rockface cut into his hands but they didn’t even bleed. At least the cold dulled the pain. His sodden cloak dragged him back, shuffled around by the wind like a mighty millstone. He wanted to tear it off and let it fall to the river and be swept away but he couldn’t stop long enough. He had to keep moving, had to keep some warmth in his body.

Why didn’t you stop them…

I know what you are, Robert…

Oliver! How had he known? Not just about him, but Finn as well. How? They’d never given anything away, never shown him, never told him. How had he known?

What was he doing with Blair and Seaton? Plotting treason?

Robert kept climbing. If only his thoughts could be as dulled as the pain in his hands. Further and further he climbed, but still the words tumbled in his mind.

The bridge.

He hadn’t touched it. Hadn’t even been able to marshal his powers to reach out and hold it. But it had moved! By itself?

Impossible. Then how? Only one way – and only one person. Finn would never be strong enough to do something like that. Arlie? Martha? No. And not Micah.

With a final scramble he gained the top of the cliff and landed on his face. He rolled over away from the edge and paused to catch his breath. Now he just had to stay awake. Finnlay would never find him if he slipped into unconsciousness. Stay awake and think about – what?

The Guilde. Oh, yes, things had changed in his absence. Somehow the Guilde had resurrected ancient laws and started applying them to normal people. Of course they’d not known Arlie was a sorcerer – they would have burned him at the stake if they had. No, Arlie had committed some small crime and they had cut off his hand in punishment. By the gods, Selar, what are you doing?

‘There he is! Quickly now!’

Finn’s voice, coming from where?

Robert tried to get up, but the cold had drained the last of his strength. He was beyond shivering, beyond feeling. Blessed peace at last.

‘Come on, Jenn,’ Finnlay’s hands were on him. ‘Hold his shoulders while I lift him on to the horse. That’s it. Now let’s get him back to the fire.’

In a haze of grey, Robert peered through the rain at Finnlay’s familiar face. In a croak, he murmured, ‘It was Jenn, Finn.’

Finnlay laughed harshly. ‘They’re all right, Robert. We found a deserted shack. Martha’s looking after them. We’ll have you there soon. Just hold on.’

Robert just nodded. Finnlay hadn’t understood – but it didn’t matter. He soon would. They all would.

*

It was the pain that sent him to sleep – and the pain that woke him. Aching, blinding pain in every fibre of his body. At least he was still alive.

‘Come, Robert, sit up and drink this,’ Martha’s lovely face beamed at him, her hand lifted his head. ‘It will warm you, wake you up properly.’

Liquid poured down his throat and he swallowed greedily. It tasted good. ‘What is it?’

‘Never mind that.’ Finnlay appeared behind Martha and Robert pushed himself up. He was lying on the floor of a shack, warmed by a crumbling fire. By the other wall lay Arlie and Micah, tended by Jenn.

‘Arlie will be fine, Robert,’ Martha smiled, bringing the cup to his lips again. ‘And Micah will be up and about by morning. He’s got a nasty gash on his head but it will heal. The important thing is that Arlie will live, thanks to you.’

‘But we’ve got a problem, Robert,’ Finnlay added, dropping his voice. ‘The storm will die out before morning. We can’t move Arlie that soon and if we stay here, those Guildesmen might find a way to get up this ridge.’

Robert took the cup from Martha and warmed his hands on the smooth pewter. Now it all made sense. ‘I’m sorry, brother, but even if I were completely fit, I couldn’t hold a mask for a whole day. Nobody could.’

‘You’re still not thinking clearly. You don’t need to hold it for a whole day. Just when I sense them coming up the ridge. The point is, they could come at any time. You need to be up and ready if they do.’

Draining his cup, Robert nodded and handed it back to Martha for a refill. ‘How much time have we got?’

‘A couple of hours, perhaps more. I don’t know. The wind has dropped and the rain alone won’t stop them. I’ve scouted the track up the ridge. If we can make it to the first pass before they find us, we’ll be able to hide on the plateau. After that, they won’t want to follow us any more.’

‘No.’ Robert’s eyes returned to the other side of the shack. Arlie lay propped up against the wall, his severed wrist bound against his chest. His face was pale and although his eyes were a little glazed, he watched Robert with something that resembled expectation.

Even after three years away it didn’t stop.

‘Where are the horses?’ Robert turned back to Finnlay and finished off his brew.

‘There’s a lean-to just outside the door. I’ve dried them off and fed them but I haven’t had time to rub them down properly.’

‘Well,’ Robert sighed, ‘help your poor old brother to his feet, Finn. The exercise will warm me up.’

It was warmer in the lean-to than the shack – but six horses will do that, even in a storm. Robert tended to the nearest animal while Finnlay took the last. With every stroke of the brush, Robert’s muscles ached, but as he worked, the pain subsided and eventually disappeared. He was on the third animal before Finnlay spoke.

‘That was some effort – what you did with the bridge. I mean, I know you’re the most powerful of us but I’ve never seen you do something that big before. I thought Micah was dead.’

‘So did I,’ Robert didn’t pause, ‘and I’d like to take credit for it but it wasn’t me.’

‘But—’ Finnlay straightened up, utterly confused.

Robert couldn’t help it. ‘You mean it wasn’t you?’

‘Robert, honest, I didn’t touch the bridge … What are you saying?’

Ducking under the horse’s head, Robert began brushing the other flank. Long even strokes helped organize his thoughts – even though those thoughts dismayed him. ‘I’m saying that Jenn did it. She has powers – and before you start arguing, think about it. Neither you nor Martha are strong enough for something like that and even if Arlie had been conscious, it would have been beyond him also. We know Micah has no talents – so it has to be Jenn.’

Finnlay’s face drained of colour as the idea sank in. ‘And I’ll bet she has no idea of what she’s done, either.’

‘No.’

There was a brief pause – then a complete change. ‘She’ll have to be Sealed, Robert. You know what this could mean?’ Finnlay was all for going straight back to the shack, but Robert stopped him.

‘No.’

‘Damn it, Robert!’ Finnlay slammed his hand against the frail wooden wall, making the horses jump. ‘She’ll have to be Sealed – there’s nothing else for it. Don’t pretend you think we can ignore this. She’s strong – very strong. Strong enough to move a bridge that size. Could you have done it?’

‘I don’t know. Perhaps. The point is, I didn’t.’

‘Either way, I’ll have to Seal her.’

‘No.’

Finnlay came to a complete halt and stared at Robert. ‘Are you serious? You really want her to go on unsealed and unprotected? What if she meets Malachi? Without a Seal she’ll have nothing but raw shielding. I don’t care how strong she is, untrained, she’d never avoid detection by the weakest Malachi. Mineah’s breath, Robert, the Enclave itself is a day’s journey from here. The danger …’

‘For pity’s sake, brother, will you please calm down.’ Robert sighed. ‘Sometimes I wonder how you ever made it to Adept status. You have enough trouble controlling your temper, let alone your powers. I didn’t say she wouldn’t be Sealed – but you will not do it, I will. I sincerely doubt there are any Malachi around here. They, more than anyone else, believe the tales of monsters and such which have always been associated with the Goleth, so you can calm down. Of course I have no intention of letting her loose on the countryside without any protection. She, like all of us, needs a Seal to warn her if Malachi approach her.’

‘And if you Seal her,’ Finnlay added, ‘she’ll be your candidate and since you’re not a sworn member of the Enclave you’re under no obligation to take her there. She’ll be under your protection alone. She won’t meet others of her kind and won’t join us. Despite the fact that Micah needs medical attention – which he could easily get at the Enclave – you’re still determined not to attend the Gathering, regardless of the circumstances. Is that it?’

‘If you like,’ Robert nodded wearily. ‘On the other hand, I could point out that she doesn’t like you very much – a fact for which you only have yourself to blame. And if she doesn’t like you, she’s hardly going to trust you, is she?’

Finnlay’s jaw jutted out in defiance but he didn’t pursue the point. ‘When will you do it?’

Robert shrugged, ‘Have you tried Seeking out those Guildesmen yet? Are they on their way up?’

‘Last time I tried was just before you woke up. There was no sign of them.’

‘Well,’ Robert ducked his head out of the lean-to and glanced up at the dark sky, ‘the rain has stopped. We’ve about an hour before sunrise. I’ll do it now.’

Martha looked up when they got back into the shack. She glanced at Arlie then rose to speak to Robert. ‘I have to thank you, Robert. If you hadn’t helped us, Arlie would be dead.’

‘What happened?’ Robert drew her close to the fire and put another damp log on to the flames. ‘How did they pick you up in the first place?’

‘We were waiting for Finnlay. He’d said he might catch up with us in Solmoss. I didn’t realize he’d gone to look for you. There’d been a fever in the village. It had already killed one child and three more were sick. You know what Arlie’s like, he can’t stop himself helping people if he can. So he made up a tonic – nothing more. He gave it to the children and they got a little better. Then those Guildesmen came into the village and started asking questions. They said it was against the law for anyone outside the Guilde to practise healing.’

‘What? When did this happen?’

Martha replied. ‘I don’t know but they were very serious about it. The children were getting better but Arlie refused to leave them. So they arrested him. They didn’t even wait for a judge – they just tied him to the trium and …’ her voice trailed off.

Robert nodded. So the Guilde had finally made a move against the Church. They wanted the hospice work out from under Church care. And why? Because any service offered by the Guilde had to be paid for – and they would have no rivals. At least, not under Vaughn. And Domnhall had been unable to stop them.

What had he come back to?

‘Anyway, Robert, I just want to say I’m glad you’re back in Lusara. We were afraid you would never return. As it is, you chose a good moment.’

‘Did I?’ Robert couldn’t look at her, couldn’t address the unspoken questions in her eyes. Instead he turned his attention back to the most pressing problem. This would have to be handled very delicately.

Jenn was seated beside Micah, spooning broth into his bruised mouth. Robert couldn’t help noticing how small and young she looked – even if she was a little old to be developing her talents for the first time. Usually this sort of thing happened at around ten or twelve or even younger. Jenn would have to be at least sixteen, if not older.

‘Well, Micah, you look a little better. How do you feel?’

Micah glanced up, then winced. ‘Not so bad considering I’m still alive, my lord.’

‘You should keep still,’ Jenn chided him, bringing another spoon of soup to his mouth. ‘Eat, you need your strength.’

‘Listen to her, Micah,’ Finnlay added pointedly, ‘she knows what she’s talking about.’

Jenn glanced at him quizzically, but it was Micah who asked what he’d meant.

‘I can’t really tell you, Micah,’ Finnlay shrugged. ‘I’m not the one who can move bridges.’

‘Finnlay,’ Robert said wearily.

‘My lord?’ Micah frowned.

Robert settled on the floor by the fire and sent a warning glance to both Arlie and Martha. She sat beside her husband, taking his good hand in hers. Unlike Finnlay, she seemed to sense the need for quiet.

But Finnlay couldn’t keep silent. ‘Jenn saved your life, Micah. She pulled that bridge back together long enough to get you to safety – using sorcery!’

‘That’s enough, Finn!’ Robert snapped, but the damage was done. Over the space of a few seconds, Jenn turned pale and her eyes widened. His brother was ham-fisted and belligerent – and had absolutely no sense of timing. If they weren’t careful, they would scare the poor girl half to death. When would Finn learn that his way was not the only way to do something?

‘Me?’ Jenn murmured vacantly. ‘What do you mean – sorcery? I don’t understand …’

Robert shook his head slowly, throwing a searing glance in Finnlay’s direction. ‘No, I don’t think you do.’

Her hands trembling now, Jenn laid the bowl down on the ground. ‘You’re accusing me of sorcery? But everybody knows there’s no such thing any more. All the sorcerers were killed off centuries ago. It’s been more than a hundred years since anyone even saw one. How could I …’ her voice trailed off as she glanced away. When she turned back, there was a mixture of anger and defiance in her eyes. ‘You would turn me over to the Guilde after all?’

‘By the gods, no!’ Robert held up his hands. ‘I, of all people would never do that.’

‘Then what are you talking about?’

Micah eased himself up to half-sit against the wall. ‘I’d like some more of that broth if you don’t mind.’ As Jenn tore her gaze away from Robert, Micah added, ‘My lord, are you sure about this?’

Robert nodded, emptying his bowl. ‘I’m afraid so. Jenn, do you know what happened at the bridge?’

She glanced at him, still suspicious. ‘It was falling. That’s all.’

‘What about the moment it moved level again. Do you remember that?’

‘I … remember wishing it would – that’s all, I swear. I just wanted to get Micah to safety. What’s the harm in wishing for something?’

‘Aye, what indeed?’ Robert almost smiled at the innocent question – but stopped himself in time. Instead, he reached into his bag and brought out a flask of wine. ‘So you don’t remember doing anything … more? Anything unusual?’

‘Like what?’

‘So you just wished the bridge would hold?’

‘Yes. Didn’t you?’

Robert glanced at Finnlay who raised his eyebrows and asked, ‘That’s it? No preparation? No ayarn?’

Robert held up a hand to quieten him. ‘It seems so. I don’t suppose you’ve ever done anything like that before?’

‘All I did was wish the bridge would hold. If that’s a crime then, no. I’ll never do it again.’

This time, Robert did smile. ‘Oh, I think you will. But have no fear, we won’t be handing you to the Guilde. You see, what you did tonight is, well – here, let me show you.’

Not taking his eyes from her face, he flicked his left wrist in a movement so familiar now he could do it in his sleep. He held up his hand for her to see. ‘Do you know what this is?’

‘It looks like a stone from a river. A white stone,’ she replied, edging closer despite her obvious wariness.

‘That’s exactly what it is – or rather, what it was. Now, with some help, it has become an ayarn.’ He paused. This was the point of no return. Taking a deep breath, he continued, ‘It is a tool sorcerers use to focus and direct their powers. It can also act as a shield to hide discovery by another sorcerer. It’s nothing special in itself, nothing more than a common stone – but no sorcerer is ever without one.’

Her mouth opened – then snapped shut as the meaning of his words sank in. Abruptly she said, ‘I don’t believe you. Sorcery doesn’t exist any more. If it did people would know about it – and they don’t. This is just some stupid game.’

Robert shook his head slowly. ‘Just watch.’ He took another deep breath and focused his eyes on the stone. With comfortable familiarity, he reached down deep inside himself to the place where his power dwelt. Raw and formidable, its strength was controlled only by the ayarn – and years of practice. Even now, after all this time, Robert was still awed by the potency of its force, the ease with which he wielded the power. It provided him with his sharpened Senses, the strength to perform the impossible – and more problems than he cared to admit. Nevertheless, he would never choose to be without it. It was too much a part of him, of his soul.

Feeling Jenn’s eyes upon him, Robert pushed the power into action, sent it through the ayarn. As the seconds passed, the firelight died away.

Then – slowly – a tiny blue light appeared in the centre of the stone. At first it grew only gradually, then quicker, until it became a narrow rod rising from his hand. It rose higher and higher until it almost reached the roof and then it suddenly burst, plunging them all into darkness again. There was a breath of wind and the fire sprang to life once more.

Robert looked up from the ayarn and found Jenn staring at him, her eyes open in wonder. ‘That … that was sorcery? That’s why you think I moved the bridge? Because you’re a …’

‘Exactly.’

She put the pieces together. ‘That’s how you knew about Arlie’s punishment – because it’s not just a story to you – and that’s why you helped me even when you knew it was the Guilde who were chasing me? Because it was the Guilde who killed the last of the sorcerers.’

She stopped for a second, glancing away. Then her eyes darted back to him. ‘Is that what happened before you left Lusara? Did the Guilde find out what you are?’

‘What?’ Robert scrambled to keep up with her but she’d already moved on.

‘And you think I am a sorcerer?’ She laughed ironically. ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t see how you think I did something to that bridge. Why could it not have been you? Or your brother?’

‘Because once you know you have powers, you know when you’re using them. Often the first time comes as a surprise. It did with me – of course, what I did was nowhere as spectacular as what you did today.’

‘And you’re sure it was me?’

‘Positive.’

She shook her head again and slumped back against the wall. Beside her, Micah companionably reached over and patted her hand. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll get used to the idea.’

She turned on him, suddenly suspicious. ‘Not you, too?’

He shook his head, ‘Alas, no. Sometimes I feel quite left out.’

Jenn stared at him for a moment then began laughing again.

‘I don’t see what’s so amusing,’ Finnlay grunted.

Jenn ignored him. ‘So I pulled the bridge back long enough to get Micah across?’

‘Yes,’ Robert replied. ‘You did it using the same kind of power that my brother and I have. There are not many of us around any more and we like to keep our existence secret – for obvious reasons.’

She thought about that for a moment then, frowning slightly, she moved forward. ‘And what was that thing you had, that stone? Can I see it?’

Feeling Finnlay’s eyes on him, Robert held it out for her to take a closer look. With any luck, this wouldn’t be too difficult.

Her hand reached out but she paused. ‘May I touch it?’

‘Of course,’ he said casually, ‘it’s just a stone.’

Moving a little closer she said softly, ‘But how did you make that light? How …’

Her fingers hovered above the ayarn and Robert felt a strange tingle in his hand. He frowned, not recognizing the sensation. The tingling intensified as her hand came closer and he was about to say something when she touched it – and a flash of light shot out of his palm throwing him back hard against the wall. For a second he lay there dazed, then everything went black.

*

‘Robert! Robert, can you hear me?’

Grey fog clouded his eyes, a morass of wallowing shadows. He struggled against them, trying to clear his vision. As they gradually subsided he became aware of a searing pain running up his left arm, pounding in his head.

‘Robert!’

‘Yes … I hear you … Finn,’ he croaked. Turning his eyes towards the voice, Robert could see the concerned face of his brother and above him the thatched roof of the shack. He pushed himself up and groaned as the throbbing in his head intensified.

‘Don’t move.’ Finnlay reached over for a water bottle and held it to Robert’s mouth.

The cool liquid was like a balm on his burning throat and he drank greedily. As he handed the bottle back to Finnlay, he turned to the other side of the room. ‘Jenn,’ he said suddenly, moving to get up. ‘Is she …’

Martha crouched over the girl. ‘She’s alive. Unconscious, but alive.’

‘It didn’t touch you?’

‘No. Just you and Jenn. I’ve never seen that happen before. What was it?’

‘I don’t know.’ The pounding in his head subsided to a dull throb and with Finnlay’s help, Robert stood. His left arm still burned but he had to see Jenn, had to know she was all right.

As he knelt down beside her, Micah glanced at him with a look which, despite his shock, bordered on wry humour. ‘I thought you knew what you were doing.’

‘Aye, so did I.’ Turning to Jenn, Robert tried to find any sign of life in her face. Eyes closed and with a face as white as snow, Jenn barely breathed. Not daring to touch her, he leaned forward and called her name.

Slowly, her eyes opened and locked on his. They focused and she gave him a weak smile. ‘Yes?’

‘How do you feel?’

‘I feel fine,’ she whispered. ‘But you …’

‘Don’t worry about me,’ he shook his head. Strictly speaking, she should be dead – a flash like that would be enough to kill. Not that it had ever happened before – at least, not to him. And why should it happen now? There was no reason at all. He reached out to help her sit up but the moment he moved his left hand pain flashed through him like lightning. He gasped, suddenly dizzy, and Finnlay scrambled to his side.

‘By the Gods, Robert, look at your hand!’

Robert lifted his arm to the light. His hand was red and burned, his fingers clenched in a tight fist. Steeling himself against the pain he slowly released the fist, opening one finger after another until his palm and the stone that laid there were revealed.

‘Serin’s blood!’ Finnlay swore, and with good reason, for the smooth river stone which had once been alight with fire now lay broken in two, split through the centre.

Robert stared at it for a long time. That small familiar shape was now gone and replaced with something entirely different. He could hardly recognize it, and yet he knew it was his own ayarn. The pain in his head subsided and was replaced with a sensation less familiar but no more welcome. But fear was a healthy thing and he took a deep breath before turning his gaze back to Jenn.

‘How did she do that?’ Finnlay murmured breathlessly. ‘No one can split an ayarn. It’s impossible!’

‘Obviously not.’ Robert sat back and, with his right hand, carefully picked up the pieces of the stone. He slipped them into a fold of his shirt and got to his feet. ‘It seems we’ll be going to that Gathering after all.’

*

Finnlay kept watch all through the day, mostly in the shelter of the lean-to, where it was warm. He kept his ayarn out, not daring to let an hour go by without scanning for that guard. But still they did not come. The weather had cleared to a fine drizzle, so he was happy they were not actually travelling.

As the light began to fade, Robert came out to him with a mug of warmed wine.

‘Still no sign?’ he said, turning his gaze to the ridge.

‘Nothing. I don’t understand it.’

‘Perhaps they thought we’d be too far ahead to catch by now. On the other hand, they may have come to the same conclusion about the bridge as we did.’

‘By the gods, I hope not!’ Finnlay sighed. ‘The last thing we need right now is a confirmed sighting of sorcery. I just hope they didn’t recognize you.’

Robert shrugged and leaned back against the wall. His face, as usual, was impassive, his tone casual. He gave no outward sign that he was concerned about anything. How did he do that? How could he just ignore the situation? After all, it was a good thing that guard wasn’t coming up the ridge because without his ayarn, it would almost kill Robert to provide a mask big enough to hide them. But did he say anything? Do anything? No. He just stood there as though he didn’t have a care in the world.

Irritation grated at Finnlay. He wanted to shake Robert’s almighty calm, wake him up to the reality of life – Lusara, the Enclave, the bloody Guilde. He took in a swift breath. ‘What do you think Oliver is up to?’

There was almost no reaction. Merely the shift of Robert’s gaze from the mountains. ‘I don’t know. He’s a grown man, Finn. I have no say in his decisions.’

‘Then you think he’s plotting something with Blair? They’re a powerful combination, you know, but not remotely strong enough to overthrow Selar. They wouldn’t be able to get the support they needed – but if you joined them …’

Robert turned and began walking away, down the ridge. Finnlay dropped his cup and hastened after him. ‘If Oliver is mixed up in treason it’s because you refuse to do anything about Selar. He’s only involved now because of you. And don’t forget, he knows about us – don’t ask me how, but he does. That makes it even more dangerous to leave him alone. He should be Sealed, too. We should have stayed and done it, then, if he’s ever captured he can’t tell anyone what he knows.’

Robert came to a halt on the edge of a sharp drop and gazed down along the ridge. His hair was black with the rain and sticking to his face but he seemed oblivious to it – along with everything Finnlay had said.

‘I wish you’d make up your mind, Finn. If we’d stayed, Arlie would be dead now. If I go and join Oliver then I could never Stand the Circle and lead the Enclave. As it is, I’ve said I’ll go to the Gathering.’

‘But you won’t Stand, will you?’

‘No.’ Robert turned to look at him, his green eyes dark and full of something Finnlay could not understand. ‘You don’t know Oliver is involved in treason, but even if he is, I can’t do anything to stop him and you know I won’t join him. When will you learn, Finn, this is a battle you will never win?’

With that, Robert turned and headed back towards the shack. But Finnlay couldn’t leave it there. ‘And what about Jenn? Your ayarn?

Robert stopped and faced him again. ‘What about her?’

‘We’re about to take her to the Enclave – through the gate. After what happened with your ayarn, we have no idea how she’ll react to the screens.’

‘I suppose it would be rather disconcerting if she managed to blow the top off the mountain.’

Finnlay stiffened. ‘That’s not funny. Sealing is supposed to keep the secret of the Enclave so that it’s impossible for someone to talk about it with anyone who’s not also Sealed. But how do we know it worked with Jenn?’

‘We could test her.’

‘You Sealed her, Robert, and therefore only you can test it. Without your ayarn you can’t even do that much. Think about it. We’re about to reveal a secret that’s been kept safe for centuries. For all we know she could walk out and tell the first person she meets. And that, as I’m sure you know, would mean the end of us all.’

*

Morning came, and with it, a low cloud of fog which hung about the mountains like a funeral cowl. Soft and eerie, it damped every sound so that even the movement of the horses along the rocky path was deadened. Tall granite towers lined their passage through the mountains, appearing like ghosts through the mists. Going right through her thick woollen cloak and heavy dress, that same fog seeped into her bones – and into her soul.

Sorcery!

Was it possible? Was the legendary Earl of Dunlorn really a sorcerer? It was inconceivable! And why had she never heard about it before? He must have some trick to hide it. They all must …

And she was now one of them.

All night she’d lain awake going over what had happened at the bridge. Over and over until she finally found the moment. That’s all it had been, too – a single moment. With Micah hanging over the side, she’d cried out to the gods to make the bridge hold fast so they could get Micah to safety. Just that – a tiny, single second in time. That’s all it had taken. And that was sorcery?

But there was no such thing any more. It was history – fact! How could it be a lie – for five hundred years? Oh, Robert had been so perfectly calm telling her – bringing out his stupid ayarn, and for what? So he could almost kill them both?

And now she was travelling with them, the Guilde searching for them. The Guilde … those monsters … And where was Robert taking her? To meet more sorcerers? Would they let her go afterwards?

No. They wouldn’t. If there were so few of them around they’d want to keep every one they found. She would be a prisoner – their prisoner. A prisoner of sorcerers. A prisoner of evil for ever hunted by the Guilde.

But it was not too late. If she found the right moment, she could slip away. If she could find her way back down through the mountains she would be free of them. But she had to do it now, before they went too far.

She looked around. They were travelling along a narrow track which wound along the mountainside. Micah had ridden beside her all morning. It was impossible not to like him. His sunny face and guileless blue eyes held nothing but warmth and concern for her welfare. As though sensing her disquiet, he’d stayed by her side, almost willing her to be comforted. But he was nursing his wounds and although he made light of them, she knew he must be in pain. On the other hand – that could be useful. Micah would be less likely to notice her absence if she just slipped away. The others rode in front, Martha supporting Arlie and Robert leading the trail.

Hardly daring to hope, Jenn let her horse slow down little by little until the others disappeared around a corner of the track. She came to a stop and waited. With a little smile she turned her horse and headed downhill. She had to move slowly and quietly. Just a little further, past this granite tower …

The bridge.

There was no other way down without crossing that canyon – or was there? She stopped again and quickly ran over in her mind every turn they’d taken since leaving the ridge. Yes, there was a way. A path that would lead down into the valley.

When she found it she almost laughed. It was steep, across the slope of a ridge, but they would never catch her – especially if she wasn’t on the same trail as them. The fog swirled around her, but now it had become her friend, hiding her more and more as she travelled further away from them. She couldn’t see very far ahead, the mists were too thick but here and there, great boulders appeared out of the gloom like sentinels guarding her path.

Then abruptly the trail died out – but it continued a little further up. Turning her horse towards it, she saw the old path had ended in a cliff dropping away so far she couldn’t see the bottom. It was lucky she’d been paying attention. She continued on the new path for a while when suddenly the horse lurched on the shifting rocks. She gasped, grabbing a tight hold. The horse stumbled again, unable to find a solid footing. Stones tumbled down the slope beneath her as the horse began to panic. With a scream, it reared and she fell to the ground.

The horse reared again and she scrambled to catch the dangling reins, but the rocks worked against her. Falling now in a sliding sheet, the rocks beneath the horse rumbled downwards, taking the poor animal with them. With a final scream, the horse went over the drop and disappeared.

Jenn closed her eyes and tried not to listen to it land. A dull thud came seconds later, going right through her heart. How could she have been so stupid? So careless? So full of herself, she’d managed in less than half an hour to kill that pitiful horse – and in such a terrifying manner. And where had her so-called sorcerer’s powers been? Had she managed to save the horse? No!

She lay there for a moment, not even bothering to hate herself. Then with a sigh, she moved. There was nothing for it now but to continue on foot. She got to her feet, steadying herself with her hands. She took one step forward but the rocks slid again. With a groan they shifted and she stumbled, landing on her knees. She would have to turn back before this whole mountainside collapsed beneath her.

Terror gripped her. Heart pounding in her ears, she came to her feet once again. She turned slowly but the moment her foot came down she lost her balance and fell flat on her face. She scrambled for some purchase but the entire slope was moving, dragging her down. With the drop only feet below her, she screamed—

And something grabbed her arm. She stopped sliding, gasping for breath as the rocks beneath her continued their journey over the cliff.

‘Keep still!’

It was Finnlay. He had hold of her. She tried to look up. She caught a glimpse of him stretched out on his stomach, his strong hand gripping hers – the other hand holding his ayarn. Behind him, on the solid path was a shadow – horses, people …

‘I said keep still – this isn’t easy, you know!’

Slowly the rocks around her stopped moving, but he didn’t let go.

‘Now, put your feet down – there, where it’s solid. Be quick, I can’t hold it for long.’

She dug her toes into the rocks again, but this time they stayed firm. Grabbing the nearest handhold, she dragged herself upwards, feeling Finnlay pull on her arm at the same time. Her knees and legs scraped against the sharp rocks but she hardly noticed. Inch by inch she moved upwards, not daring to look.

‘Keep coming. Just a little further.’

Finally, she managed to get on to her hands and knees and clambered back to the original trail. Finnlay sat beside her, getting his breath back. She dropped her head, gulping in air and fighting back tears. Her hands were shaking, but suddenly there was an arm around her shoulders and Micah’s murmured words of comfort. She turned and buried her head in his chest. Freedom or death. It seemed she had no choice at all now.

*

‘You have to admit, it was a pretty stupid thing to do.’

Jenn turned in the saddle and tried to see the expression on Micah’s face. He wasn’t angry – merely pointed. For hours they’d shared the horse and in all that time he hadn’t spoken, but then, neither had she.

‘You could have got yourself killed along with your horse,’ Micah continued. ‘It also wasn’t very nice of you to get me into trouble like that. I was supposed to be looking after you. I’m sorry I didn’t do a better job.’

‘But it wasn’t your fault!’ Jenn replied before she could stop herself. ‘I didn’t mean …’

Micah reached forward and patted her arm. ‘I know, Jenn, but you should know, these are good people. You have nothing to fear. They will never harm you.’

‘I wasn’t afraid.’

Micah didn’t reply and they sank into silence for a while. But Jenn didn’t want the silence. She wanted to know … so much. ‘How did you find me?’

‘Finnlay found you. He’s a Seeker.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I could tell you, but the question is, should I? Do you really want to know or are you just making conversation?’

‘She really wants to know, Micah,’ Robert murmured behind them.

Jenn glanced over her shoulder at him. He was gazing unconcernedly up at the grey sky, watching the fog slowly clearing.

‘A Seeker,’ Robert continued, ‘has the ability to search for a person he or she knows. It is a rare but very useful talent and one which takes years to perfect. A truly powerful Seeker can even detect the aura of a sorcerer he’s never encountered before – but the conditions have to be right.’

‘What is an aura?’

‘A kind of signature, if you like, part of our powers. Every one of us is different.’

‘So I couldn’t have got away anyway?’

‘No.’ He turned his gaze on her. ‘What I need to know, however, is why you would want to? Are we such terrible company? Or do you still not believe in sorcery?’

Believe? What kind of question was that? How was she supposed to respond? ‘Oh, I believe. I just don’t understand. How can I? What have you told me? Nothing. You didn’t even ask if I wanted to know.’

Robert brought his horse alongside but kept his gaze on the others ahead. He smiled. ‘An interesting concept – asking you if you want to know something without telling you what it was. I assume, though, what you really want to know about is sorcery.’

‘Wouldn’t you?’ Jenn demanded, annoyed by his tone.

‘No question – I did when I was in your position. But I do apologize, I really should have told you more yesterday.’

‘Then tell me now!’ If Jenn had been standing she would have stamped her foot, but she contented herself with a simple glare. ‘Where are we going? Why me? Why doesn’t anybody know about sorcerers?’

‘About us, you mean?’ Robert smiled again. ‘That’s deliberate. We keep our powers secret because we’d be destroyed otherwise – just as the history books say. And yes, before you ask, we can be destroyed. We nearly were once. A few survived and came here to Lusara to found the Enclave. With the help of an object called the Key, the Enclave has remained a secret and its defences still stand today, five hundred years later. The Enclave is a community of sorcerers. They survived the early years but not without loss. Within a year of its founding, the Enclave suffered a great tragedy, a fire, which almost destroyed the library they’d brought with them. As a result, much of what we once were has been lost. One of the Enclave’s great tasks has been to regain what was lost.’

‘And all the sorcerers joined this Enclave?’

‘Not exactly. Some were killed, others left and drifted into obscurity.’

‘And some,’ Micah added, ‘became Malachi.’

‘Indeed,’ Robert nodded, ‘but I’ll go into that another day. As to why you are a sorcerer? Again, I don’t know. As far as we know, talent is not passed from parent to child. My brother and I have powers, but neither of our parents did – in fact, nothing in my family history even hints at it. That’s why we have Seekers. It seems that sorcerers develop their talents as they come into adulthood. As I said, often the first experience is a shock. Seekers go out into the country looking for these people and hopefully bring them back into the fold. Only about half of our sorcerers have children with talents.’

‘And we’re going to the Enclave?’ Jenn asked quietly.

‘Yes.’

‘And will I be allowed to leave?’

‘Of course! It’s not a prison. You’re just as free today as you were yesterday.’

‘Then why are we going? Because I broke your stone?’

‘You’ve made Finnlay quite happy. He despaired of ever getting me to this Gathering. But I suppose it could be worse. It could be snowing!’ He laughed and shook his head. ‘It’s funny how things work out. I help you out of a spot of trouble with the Guilde and in return – you give my brother something he’s wanted all his life. Still, I’d better go and slow him down, otherwise we’ll lose him in the fog. As things are, I would not be as efficient as he at finding him on this mountain.’ With that, he kicked his horse and cantered along the track.

Jenn frowned. ‘Is he always like that?’

‘Yes,’ Micah nodded. ‘As long as I’ve known him. He seems to have the most extraordinary inability to take himself seriously. Sometimes I almost despair.’

Despite herself, she smiled. ‘And what did he mean about things being as they are? Is he not a Seeker?’

‘Most certainly. My master is the most powerful sorcerer within the Enclave, stronger than any in its past. Finnlay, however, is a more powerful Seeker. It’s the only thing at which he excels, since Finnlay is relatively weak in his other powers. Aside from that, my master has lost the use of his ayarn and therefore cannot use his powers.’

‘Why not?’

‘The ayarn is a tool for focusing power, as he told you. But it also shields the user from over-exertion. To use your power without one could kill you. However, you moved the bridge without one and suffered no ill effects. I believe that’s why he wants you to go to the Enclave.’

‘But I …’ Jenn shook her head. She was used to surviving difficult situations, but this was all too much. ‘Oh, I give up!’

Micah chuckled but Jenn couldn’t take offence. ‘All right, tell me. Where is this Enclave?’

He reached forward and pointed out across the deep valley they were approaching. ‘See that peak yonder? The sharp jagged one? That’s the Goleth itself – and that’s where we’re going.’

The valley rose almost vertically on either side, topped by seemingly impassible needle ridges. Between them, dusted with a fine layer of cloud, was a single peak, grey and forbidding. No plant lived there, no trees or animals. A bleak grey rock, towering above its neighbours. The Goleth.

The Enclave.
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Ayn returned to her seat at the end of the council chamber and faced the children. They sat on both sides of the long table, wide-eyed, curious and not a little in awe of this room where their history was painted on the stone walls surrounding them. Some of the most famous Enclave debates had seared the air of this room – not to mention some of its most infamous decisions. This was the heart of the Enclave Council of Elders, and Ayn had brought them here to explain some very particular lessons.

She folded her hands together and looked at each of the children in turn. Their waiting faces were illuminated by candlelight shining from the tall stands in each corner of the room and the silver star-shaped holder lying in the centre of the table. Ayn let her eyes drop to the star and the eleven lit candles standing on its points. There was one more candle, but it was unlit and would remain so until another elder had been chosen to take Marcus’s place.

Ayn drew in a breath and began speaking. ‘Upon these walls you see our history; these are the years after our people came to this mountain. The story you are now beginning to learn. Before that lies a greater history, that of the centuries before we came to this place, of the time before we had to hide our talents for fear of death. Despite our best efforts, to this day sorcery is still believed to be the greatest power of evil by those outside these walls. You, children, are the new generation. By the next moon, you will all move up into your next class and begin the training which will define your adult lives, but before you do, it is my duty as an elder to make you aware of some of the most important aspects of your life here.

‘We live on the precipice of mortal danger. This Enclave – these caves we live in – was created out of bare rock to house and protect us. It does so with the aid of the skilled members who live here – but that does not mean it will always remain so. It would take so little for our home to be discovered and once done, we would be destroyed. Yes …’ She paused, taking in the doubtful glances of the children. None of them were much above twelve years of age, still fresh in their enthusiasm and new to their powers. For such as these, dire warnings held little weight. ‘There are still those within the world who desire nothing but our blood. And then there are the Malachi.’

Ayn paused and leaned into the back of her chair. This was such an unpleasant task, but it was about the only one she felt capable of attending to. This was a grim speech – she was in a grim mood.

‘Soon after our forefathers came to this continent, there was a tussle for power between those remaining who had together created the Key. Two groups emerged, one led by a man called Edassa, whose father was reputed to have created the Word of Destruction. Edassa, embittered by guilt for abandoning our ancestors to fight the empire alone at Alusia, wanted to take the Key and make the empire pay for having turned on them. The Key, however, chose another path. It struck down Edassa, paralysed him until he was barely able to speak. Then our forefathers left Edassa and his followers and came here to found the Enclave. Edassa and his people travelled elsewhere. Over the last five hundred years, we have come to know them as the Malachi – and that their sole intention is to eliminate us all and regain the Key. They called us the Salti Pazar, in our ancient language, the Treacherous Ones. Out in the land, a Sealed sorcerer cannot be sensed by a Malachi, though lessons you will learn here will help you to sense them. Never forget, however, that the Malachi have sworn to destroy us. And why?’

She looked at each of them in turn but didn’t receive an answer. Good: they were listening.

‘Because they want the Key and its power. They would use it to find the lost Calyx and unleash a terrible power upon the land. They would discover the Word of Destruction and then there would be no power on earth that could halt their domination. Even as we rely on the Key for our safety, we are also entrusted with its safekeeping. Although we do not possess a sorcerer powerful enough to wield the Key to its full potential, we live in the knowledge that one day there will be among us one who will rise and speak to the Key. Legend tells us that on that day, we will find where the Calyx is hidden. From that day we will have the power to emancipate ourselves from this prison and be free once again to walk the land as sorcerers.’

Ayn rose to her feet. The children came to theirs also. Not a single one shifted or fidgeted or murmured. ‘Until that day, you must all learn, study, practise – and most importantly, obey the laws governing us all. To that end,’ she paused and looked directly at the fair-headed boy on her left, ‘I must warn you: under no circumstances are any of you to attempt the kind of dimensional shift you tried this morning. It is dangerous – to you and anyone close by. But whether it’s dangerous or not is irrelevant. The point is: it is forbidden.’

The boy lifted his chin defiantly but said nothing. She would have to keep an eye on him. She was about to continue when there was a knock at the door. She turned to find her friend and fellow councillor, Henry, sticking his head into the room. His bushy eyebrows framed his face like a ledge on a cliff, but his face wore a grin.

‘I’m sorry to disturb you, Mistress Ayn, but somebody has come through the gate.’

Ayn frowned. ‘Of course they have. People are arriving all the time. Or have you already forgotten about the Gathering, Master Henry?’

‘I think you’ll want to see this for yourself.’

Ayn studied him for a moment. Whatever it was, it was obviously nothing bad. Well, she was about finished anyway. She dismissed the children and followed Henry out into the main cavern. As they took the corridor to the surface she couldn’t help glancing sideways at him, but his face was merely smug. Ayn was not amused, but she refused to ask. Instead she said, ‘How many candidates have we ready to Stand the Circle so far?’

‘Six – the same as this morning. What are you hoping for – a miracle?’ There was a twinkle in his eye but Ayn ignored it.

‘I always hope for miracles, Henry, otherwise I wouldn’t keep talking to you.’

His laughter echoed along the stone walls and vanished into the sunshine beyond. Ayn limped up the incline, cursing the pain in her hip. It always got worse as winter approached. Normally Marcus would be able to ease the pain a little. But now Marcus was gone and this winter she would have to cope without him. She would have to cope without him for the rest of her life. They’d been together so long that it was still difficult to believe he was no longer around. Their daughter Fiona had been a great comfort over the last few weeks, but even so, Ayn still found it difficult to talk openly about her loss. There remained something very private about the whole thing.

But it was early yet. Time would dull the pain, if not remove it. The real problem was surviving until then.

‘There,’ Henry said as they came out into the sunshine. He pointed across the wide green bowl which sat atop the mountain like a crown. With the jagged edge of the peak lining the outer rim and reaching to the sky, it was sometimes difficult to remember that there was a world outside to worry about.

Ayn squinted in the dwindling light, but all she could see was a knot of people gathered around the entrance to the gate. ‘Who is it? Damn this secrecy, Henry, and tell me!’

He didn’t, though. He just took her arm as if she was an invalid and walked her across the grass, stopping only when they reached the knot of people. His behaviour irritated her, which is why she didn’t really grasp what she was seeing. At least, not at first. Then—

‘Robert!’

The crowd parted and made way for her as he turned with a smile on his face. He strode towards her and swept her up in a hug which threatened to crush her frail old bones. ‘Oh, Robert, I don’t believe you’ve really come home to us! Finnlay always said one day he’d change your mind but I was so sure you wouldn’t.’

‘Actually, I haven’t, but we’ll get to that later.’

She stood back a little and looked up at him. She’d forgotten he was so tall. With his broad shoulders draped in an old black cloak and his wavy hair tousled from the wind, he was a commanding presence. And the rest? The warm smile, the confident bearing and the laughter in his voice did nothing to hide the shadow around his sea-green eyes. She was burning to ask him why he’d returned, but for now it was enough to know that he had.

She turned her gaze to the others with him. ‘Micah! How you’ve grown. Martha, Arlie? What happened?’

The joy of Robert’s return paled as he told her. She quickly gave orders for Arlie to be taken to the healers and soon they were left alone. With a grim face, Ayn turned back to Robert, then paused as she noticed the girl standing behind Micah.

‘Who’s this?’

Robert shrugged. ‘This is a problem.’

‘That’s no kind of introduction, Robert! But come, my bones are too old to stand outside like this. Let’s go in.’

Half an hour later, with the others shooed off to find food and drink, Ayn heard the rest of the story in her apartment. Robert sat on the edge of his seat with an absorbing stillness, full of concealed power and raw energy – and yet totally relaxed. As always, she was mesmerised just listening to him. Three years had changed nothing.

‘That’s really all I can tell you,’ Robert finished, leaning back in his chair. ‘And Micah’s wounds are nothing compared to the bruise to his dignity. Still, it could have been so much worse.’

‘What about your burns?’

‘It’s nothing. They heal well enough. It just means I’ll have to wait a little before I make another ayarn. It doesn’t matter – after all, I doubt I’ll see much more trouble between here and Dunlorn. What does concern me, however, is the girl.’

‘You were right to bring her here. You didn’t … help her in any way?’

‘How could I? I couldn’t even marshal my own powers to save Micah. You know what it’s like, how much concentration it takes to do something that big.’

Ayn smiled. ‘Actually, I don’t, since you’re the only person I know who could have done it, but I’ll take your word for it.’

‘And another thing – why didn’t we pick up on her before now? You’ve often Sealed candidates long before any physical sign of their powers has manifested.’

‘Our scans are not infallible, Robert. We would never have found you at all if it hadn’t been for that little accident you had all those years ago.’ Ayn smiled. ‘I’ll call a meeting of the Elders. I’m sure they’d like to hear your story firsthand – and meet our newest candidate in person. I assume that’s the reason you came to the Enclave?’

Robert raised his eyebrows as though the truth was something he should apologize for. But Ayn knew him too well, and despite her disappointment she managed a smile. ‘And what have you done to annoy Finnlay so much, eh?’

Robert glanced sideways at her. ‘I’ll give you one guess.’

‘He wants you to Stand the Circle? It’s only natural. You shouldn’t hold it against him.’

‘But you saw those people just now. Greeting me and celebrating my return like I was some kind of conquering hero, when we both know I’m nothing of the kind. I know what they expect from me, but I just can’t give it to them.’

Ayn was silent for a while. It amazed her that after so many years, this extraordinary man was still incapable of seeing the obvious. They loved him because of who he was – not for what he could do for them.

‘Finnlay and the others want you to Stand and let the Key choose you. Find the Calyx, give us our freedom. Until you do, I fear your brother will never give you peace. He believes you’re the one to wield the Key. So far it has given us little of what we need, and yet we know it holds so much more. But none of us here has the ability to control it well enough to find those answers. Marcus nearly killed himself trying, and he was strong. We know so little: the Key holds our answers.’

‘So you agree with Finn?’

‘Robert.’ Ayn paused, framing her words from shreds of instinct. ‘You’ve become a man without a path in life. You have no goals, nothing to work for. You’re like a lost child wandering a dangerous forest. Your enormous talents are wasted, yet all around you, people cry out for your help.’

She stopped as he turned to look at her. His green eyes held a fathomless light that she could neither touch nor understand. ‘Why can’t you feel anything any more?’

Robert held her gaze, unyielding. Even his breathing stopped and for a moment, Ayn was powerless to move a muscle. Then abruptly Robert smiled, breaking the moment. He stood and bent down to kiss her forehead. ‘Go call your meeting, old woman. I’ll be with Patric if you need me.’

*

‘And you really saw the Palace of Bu? In the flesh, as it were?’

Robert gazed across the cluttered room at his friend. Patric Ferguson was his own age, and quite a powerful sorcerer. But there the similarity ended. With the exception of their shared love of books, Patric was almost his total opposite. He had an incisive mind possessed of an extraordinary ability to take huge leaps of logic – and generally end up with the right answer – usually quite some time before Robert. But where Robert was tall, Patric was a little less than average height, slightly built and with the translucent white skin of a man who sees little sunlight. Patric didn’t like going outside – he never had. He’d been born in the Enclave and would die there, without ever having had any real desire to go anywhere else.

Right now though, his keen dark eyes were alight with excitement and he kept running his hands through his messy blond hair. ‘Was the Palace as you expected it to be? I mean, I’d have thought that after five hundred years of neglect it would be little more than a ruin.’

‘Certainly not!’ Robert laughed, lifting a pile of manuscripts from a chair to make room to sit. ‘It’s virtually untouched. I guess the stories of sorcery are so established now that people avoid it at all costs. It’s eerie though, walking through rooms which are almost as they were left, days before the last battle. Really, Patric, you should go and see it for yourself. You know far more about it than me. I’m sure you’d be able to make sense of it.’

Patric leaped from his chair and grabbed a bottle of something, then paused in the middle of the room, absently looking around for cups. ‘I thought we had a deal, Robert. I never hound you about Standing the Circle and you stop telling me to go out into the big wide world.’

Robert found a pair of empty cups by his elbow and held them up. ‘Did we have a deal? I don’t remember anything of the kind. On the other hand, I do remember you promising that one day you’ll come and visit me at Dunlorn – or are you now going back on that?’

Splashing wine into the cups, Patric shook his head vigorously. ‘Not at all – I just never said when. Of course, I would’ve gone last Caslemas – but you weren’t there, so what can I say?’

‘You’re lying through your teeth, Pat, but I forgive you.’

Handing Robert a cup, Patric watched him through a fringe of hair, quiet for a moment. Then, without any preamble, he murmured, ‘Why did you come back to Lusara?’

Robert found his gaze drawn to the depths of his wine. He felt no desire to form any kind of reply and yet he’d known this question would come – particularly from Patric.

‘Oh come, Robert, or I’ll start saying you got tired of running away!’ Patric shook his head but persisted, ‘I don’t think you could stand it any more, could you? Not knowing what was going on? Not being here to see it for yourself? Not being able to do anything?’

Robert consoled himself with a noisy swallow of wine. ‘If you know so much, why ask me?’

‘Because you never let anyone inside your head, do you, you old fool.’ With a chuckle, Patric plumped back into his chair. ‘Actually, to be honest, I’m not that surprised to see you. I always knew you’d come back.’

‘Conveniently wise after the fact?’

‘Not at all.’ Patric shook his head again – then had to brush away the hair that landed in his eyes. ‘You see, about six weeks ago I was studying this old book on Bonding. You know the one, green binding, from Hastmere? Anyway, I found this interesting dialogue on the patterns of Bonding between families of the upper hierarchy in the last century of the empire and it was really engrossing. Next thing I knew, I’d fallen asleep with my head on the book …’

‘Which you do every second night …’

‘Which I do every second night,’ Patric continued without missing a beat, ‘but this night, I had a bizarre dream. I saw you standing on a rock overlooking a golden desert. In front of you was a horde of the ungodlies, armed to the teeth. But they weren’t attacking or anything – they were just standing there, looking up at you. You stood there with your hands on your hips, shaking your head. Then you said, “Well, if you’re going to be like that, I may as well go home.”’

Robert burst out laughing. ‘Where on earth did that come from? And you believed it? You saw it as a sign that I was coming home? By the gods, six weeks ago I hadn’t even thought about coming back.’

‘Oh really?’ Patric eyed him without humour. ‘Then I suppose it was just a coincidence.’

Robert held up his hands in appeal. ‘Oh, please, don’t start that again.’

‘And I suppose it was just a coincidence you happened to be in the right place at the right time to help this strange girl get away from the Guilde? And yet another coincidence that she happens to develop powers the moment someone is in danger? And an even bigger coincidence that she split your ayarn when you were only hours from the Enclave?’

‘What do you know of it?’

Patric shrugged and folded his arms. ‘I went and had a chat with Micah at the healer’s while you were closeted with Ayn. I thought I’d save you the trouble of telling the story a second time. The girl was with him. She didn’t have much to say for herself but that’s not surprising, really. I should point out, Robert, that your arrival with her in tow has caused quite an uproar around here. My advice is to stick around until spring while they sort her out. Besides, you and I have some work to catch up on. I’ve discovered some interesting literature on the legend of the Word of Destruction written by Amar Thraxis. You have no idea how many books remain from the devastated library, and hardly anyone ever looks at them any more. Mainly because they don’t give up instant answers to immediate problems. They’re all hooked on trusting the Key. It’s such a waste. I could show you now if you like. It’s quite amazing …’

‘Slow down, Pat,’ Robert placed his cup on the floor. ‘I can’t afford to stay any more than a couple of days. Long enough for the Council to have a good think about Jenn. Whether she decides to stay here is her choice but I have to go home. I’ll attend the Gathering only because I’m here anyway, but don’t start getting ideas. If you want to catch up on work, my friend, then I suggest you try fulfilling your promise and come with me to Dunlorn.’

Patric was silent for a while, his eyes fixed on the cup in his hands. Then he said quietly, ‘They won’t leave you alone, you know. Selar, Vaughn or the Enclave. They’ll never give up until they’ve squeezed the last drop of blood out of you. The Enclave has never forgotten the first day you came here and they’re determined one day to get to the truth. If you really want to avoid that kind of involvement then I suggest you go now, while you still can. Go and leave Lusara for ever because, my friend, the time will come when you no longer have a choice.’

*

Jenn sat in a quiet corner, content to watch the casual comings and goings of people through the great cavern. Beside her, Micah leaned back against the limestone wall, slowly making his way to the bottom of a mug of nutty brown ale.

She took in a tired breath and murmured, ‘So if all these people are sorcerers – or most of them – what do they do here? Sorcery?’

‘Many things. There are those who work to keep the community going and there are others who are engaged in studies about sorcery and its history. For all that sorcery is feared and considered heresy by outsiders, sorcerers themselves are limited in what they can do. Most of them here believe they are capable of much more. Their studies are aimed at learning about their powers. They also strive to find the fabled Calyx, which is said to hold all the answers.’

‘What’s a Calyx?’

‘I’m told it dates back to the Dawn of Ages, when the first sorcerers walked the land. There are two books which mention its existence and what it can do, but no one here has ever seen it, nor even knows what it looks like. It is said it was lost before the battle with the empire, but Master Patric isn’t convinced. A lot of his work is involved in finding the Calyx.’

‘And Finnlay?’

‘He’s been obsessed with finding it from the moment he joined the Enclave. A lot of his journeys away from Dunlorn have been to search for other books, references, following any little trace he finds. It’s never far from his thoughts.’

‘And that’s why he wants Robert to Stand the Circle? So he can help?’

Micah nodded. ‘There’s a whole wealth of lore belonging to these people, but a lot of it was lost in the fire. What they have now has been pieced together over five centuries. Really you would be far better off asking my master these questions. He knows all about it. He’s been studying it for years, along with Master Patric. Between them I think they probably know more about the history of sorcerers than anyone else here.’

Jenn nodded and glanced again at the door opposite. The cave ceiling came down in a rough curve and was met by a line of oak panelling going the length of the cavern. It was unusual in that it was the only room she had seen so far which had something so decorative. The door stood in the middle of the panelling, richly carved with images she could barely see in the candlelight. On the other side of that door, Robert and the Enclave council were talking about her – and had been for over an hour.

She sighed. It was pointless wondering about what would happen next, but that didn’t stop her chewing it over like a piece of tough beef. She couldn’t help it. The last few days had long surpassed her wildest nightmares. Glancing up at the man beside her, she said, ‘Micah, is it just me, or does this whole situation look unusually peculiar to you?’

Micah let his back slide down the wall until he was sitting on the bench seat beside her. ‘No, it’s not just you. It is unusually peculiar.’

Jenn laughed. ‘Oh, good. I feel much better now. Now I know I’m not really crazy, but in a lot of trouble instead.’

‘Well, in the immortal words of my master, things could be worse.’

She looked sideways at him for further clarification.

‘It could be snowing,’ he finished, deadpan.

‘And that makes a big difference?’

‘Certainly does. Can you imagine the mess it would make in here?’ He shook his head as she laughed. ‘Besides, you’re not in trouble. They just don’t quite know what to make of you.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes. It happens from time to time. I believe they had a similar problem with my master. Of course, I wasn’t around at the time but apparently there was some considerable consternation over how much more powerful he was compared to everyone else. For a while there, they thought things had taken a leap forward.’

‘But?’

‘Well,’ Micah replied seriously, ‘in some ways he works with these people, but the truth is he’s not really a member of the Enclave. He’s never fully committed himself, never sworn the oath – that’s part of why Finnlay argues with him so much.’

Jenn sighed. ‘I don’t know. This is all so confusing. I’ll never understand it all.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Micah said, and drained his mug. ‘You have plenty of time to get used to your powers – if you choose to use them again. And then you can decide whether to stay and work here or continue on to wherever you want to go.’

‘But if I …’ but she never got to finish the sentence. At that moment, the door opposite opened and Robert waved them inside.

His gesture was simple, but for some reason the movement sent an uncomfortable tingle up her back. With Micah a step behind, she walked to the door. Inside the room was a long table around which were seated a dozen faces she’d not seen before and three she had, Finnlay, Robert’s friend Patric and Ayn. All of them were turned to watch her arrival. Behind them, the walls were covered with paintings, richly coloured and undimmed with time. She wanted to pause and examine them, trace the detail with her hands, but the faces around the table were too compelling.

Robert closed the door behind Micah and moved to the head of the table.

‘This is Jenn,’ he said by way of introduction.

Jenn tried to study each of these people as they turned to study her, but the tingling in her back was worse now that she’d moved. It nagged at her attention, demanding she stretch to be rid of it.

‘We’ve been told of your extraordinary effort at the bridge,’ an old man to her left began. ‘It was a most courageous act.’

Feeling the intense scrutiny of those around the table, Jenn shifted from one foot to the other, hardly able to frame a thought, let alone a response.

‘Can you tell us how you did it – or what made you think of it in the first place?’

‘I …’ Jenn began, trying to shake off the distraction which was now working its way up her neck, ‘I didn’t really think about it at all. I only thought about Micah.’

A murmur arose as glances between the strangers were exchanged.

‘But did you feel the power as you pushed the bridge back?’ A man on the opposite side of the table asked.

Like a finger touching the crown of her head, pain erupted in her skull. She reached for the empty seat in front of her and sank into it. ‘I felt … nothing … except—’ she gasped and closed her eyes.

‘Enough!’ Robert moved quickly to her side, placing a hand on the back of her chair. ‘I warned you this wouldn’t work – now stop it!’

The pain gradually subsided to a dull throb, although her back still tingled. Slowly she breathed deeply, eventually opening her eyes.

‘I said he would interfere, Ayn, but you assured me otherwise,’ the man to Jenn’s left grumbled.

‘Oh, be quiet, Wilf. Can’t you see the child’s in pain?’ Ayn rose from her seat. ‘Robert’s right. We can’t force anything from her.’

A cup of wine was placed in Jenn’s hands and she looked up to find Robert’s apologetic face gazing down at her. She swallowed a mouthful and tried not to look at the others. What had they been doing to her? Why didn’t they say …

‘This is ridiculous,’ Wilf slapped his hand on the table. ‘How can we find out anything about her potential with this … renegade standing watch over her?’

Robert straightened up and favoured the old man with a smile. ‘Well, I can always leave – but I’m afraid I’d have to take Jenn with me. She is, as my brother has so rightly pointed out, my responsibility.’

‘Oh, really!’ Wilf sat back.

‘I told you to be quiet, Wilf, and I meant it. Robert is here at our invitation. If you think he won’t carry out his promise then I must assume you’ve forgotten that he never makes empty threats.’ Ayn reached Robert’s side and, with a calm smile in his direction, she continued, ‘We’re faced with something we don’t understand – and a child who is probably terrified by these bullying tactics – not to mention a situation she knows nothing about. May I suggest we try talking to her?’

There were a few quietly smug faces around the table at that. Then another man leaned forward and said, ‘What about your ayarn, Robert? You said it split when she touched it.’

‘Can you please,’ Jenn said suddenly, wondering where the words were coming from, ‘stop talking about me as though I was not here.’ The pounding in her head still threatened to overwhelm her and it was only a determined effort that kept her from crying out. The insistence of these people was so irritating! But there was the comfort of Micah standing behind her – and Robert’s imposing presence. Yes, she would happily answer all of their questions, but please, just let the pain stop.

There was a rustle of cloth and the scraping of a chair on the stone floor as the man rose to his feet. ‘I apologize, Jenn. I did not intend to be rude.’

Beside her, Jenn could sense rather than hear Robert’s soft laughter. Starting afresh, he answered the original question. ‘Aye, Henry, the stone was split clean in two.’

‘May we see it?’

As Robert reached inside his shirt for the stone, Jenn went to take another mouthful of wine but stopped with the cup halfway to her mouth as a strange ringing seemed to fill the room. She glanced furtively at the others but they were either accustomed to it – or hadn’t heard it. Her eyes stopped on Robert, or rather, on the stone in his hand. As it came free of the cloth, the ringing grew louder and louder until the crash and tumble of a thousand church bells filled her mind. She couldn’t drag her eyes away from the stone. She could hear voices, but they were far away and she couldn’t really understand the words. All she knew was the stone and the bells, the tingling in her back and the pain in her head.

On and on it went as the stone was held up for the others to see, then placed on the table before her. Still she couldn’t take her eyes from it. It drew her gaze like a beacon in the night, narrowing down until her entire world was encompassed by that single river stone, smooth, washed and split in two. Then a hand – her own hand – reached out and grasped hold of the two pieces, her fingers tightening around the stone as though they had a will of their own.

Suddenly she felt trapped, like a caged animal, the touch of cold steel and brooding stone against her cheek. The pounding suddenly clarified and became the sound of a galloping horse while around her was the scent of damp moss and rotting leaves, then—

Silence. The ringing bells had gone, the pressure, the pain all vanished. Suspended in time, she breathed cool fresh air. She let it fill her lungs with new vitality, stretching to every fibre of her body. Her head was clear, crisp and sharp.

She opened her eyes.

Robert was kneeling beside her, his eyes fixed on her face. She met his gaze and for a moment – just a split second – she felt she could almost read his thoughts, almost see deep into those dark green eyes. Then she looked down at her hand and mumbled, ‘I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t have touched it but …’

She opened her palm and held up the ayarn, solid and whole once more.

The room exploded in uproar. Councillors stood and rushed forward, but Robert held up his hand, silencing them all. Then, very carefully, he reached out for the stone, but as his fingers came close to it, the stone gave out a tiny, almost invisible flash of light which died as quickly as it had lived.

The stone dropped into his hand and as she let go of it, Jenn felt incredibly tired. She tried to stand but her legs had lost their will. Dizzy and sick, she stumbled and would have fallen, but Micah caught her. He lifted her in his arms and then her eyes closed and she lost herself to oblivion.

*

Robert stood in the doorway of Ayn’s bedroom while Finnlay hovered behind. Patric and Micah waited in the next room. Ayn, leaning on her walking stick, settled the covers around Jenn’s neck. Then, with a gentle hand on the girl’s forehead, she turned and shepherded them out, closing the door behind her.

‘She’s almost asleep.’

‘Are you sure that’s all it is?’ Robert asked, afraid to trust to so simple an explanation.

‘Robert,’ Ayn said wearily, ‘I’m a Healer, trust me – Jenn is fine.’

He waited for her to sink into the comfort of a padded chair, then said, ‘I’m sorry.’

‘What for? For bringing her here? Those old fools haven’t had so much fun since the day I brought you into the hall and the Key spoke to you in front of them all! Things do get a little dull around here sometimes, you know.’

Robert perched on a stool and clasped his hands together. ‘Yes, I suppose you’re right – and things could be worse.’

‘Please,’ Micah raised both hands in appeal, ‘don’t say that again.’

Laughing softly, Robert nodded submission.

Finnlay had hardly moved from the bedroom door, but now he took a few steps forward to a seat opposite Robert. ‘So what did she do? How did she put your ayarn back together?’

‘I don’t know. I mean, how did she split it in the first place? If we knew that, we’d be halfway to understanding.’

Patric leaned back against the wall and folded his arms. ‘Well, since she obviously doesn’t need an ayarn as we do, then perhaps she has some kind of antipathy towards it. Then again, that doesn’t explain her putting it back together again. Robert, have you tested it? Does it still work the way it used to?’

Robert briefly closed his eyes and sent his senses out through the door and into the tunnels of the Enclave. Here and there he caught familiar auras. After a few seconds he returned, and opening his eyes again, said, ‘Yes, perfectly.’

Ayn was staring at him with a frozen expression, but it was Patric who spoke. ‘You can do that? Without even taking your ayarn out?’

‘Come on, Patric, don’t digress,’ Robert shook his head. ‘We were talking about Jenn. Whatever she did to my ayarn seems to have had no effect on it.’

With a huge sigh, Patric shook his head, ‘Then we’re back where we started.’

‘I just want to know one thing,’ Finnlay held up his hands and sat forward, his gaze intent on Robert. ‘What are you going to do now?’

‘Do?’ Robert passed a weary hand over his forehead. He could be wrong, but he had a sneaking suspicion another argument was brewing. But this time he was not in the mood.

‘About Jenn.’

‘I’m sorry, Finn, but I don’t understand the question. Are you under the impression that there is something I should do?’

‘Oh, for Mineah’s sake, Robert! I’m asking if you still intend to take her to some town in the middle of nowhere.’

Robert looked up at Finnlay. For some reason, he suddenly felt very cold. Not his flesh – his body – but inside. Deep inside. ‘Yes, if that’s what she wants.’

‘But you can’t! Think of what she could mean to us here? You’ve already said you know nothing about her abilities. What better place to study them than here, in the Enclave, with so many skilled people around?’

Robert turned away, unwilling to respond. Finnlay, on his feet now, carried on regardless, his ambition now raw and unfettered. ‘Jenn could live here, so much better off than working as a serving girl in some tavern – and she’d be safe. You can’t let her go and wander the country. Who knows what she might be able to do here? And who would know? She has no family, no friends. No one would miss her.’

The point dawned on Robert slowly. Finnlay had excitement in his eyes, the certainty of success. ‘Well, that’s just typical! We rescue her from a band of fanatic Guilde soldiers – only to imprison her in a cave full of people who would use her themselves. Is that it, Finn? Who would know? Jenn would know – everyone here would know. What kind of community is it that makes decisions for its newest members without even telling them why? Is this what you’re fighting for?’

Robert rose and took a step towards Finnlay, his voice no more than a husky growl. ‘You want to keep Jenn here so you can study her powers, find out what use she can be. At the same time, you want me to Stand the Circle so the Key can choose me as next leader. Is that what you want, Finn?’

Still moving forward, he backed his brother to the door. He could see the edge of fear on Finnlay’s face, but did nothing to ease it. This was too much – even for him.

‘You want to keep us both here, knowing that the moment the Key chose me I would also be a prisoner for life, never able to leave this mountain. By Serin’s blood, Finn, you wanted to know why I don’t seem to care about people any more – and yet you yourself don’t even give your brother or this poor girl a single thought!’

He paused, the icy hand gripping his heart. ‘Get out. Get out of my sight!’

Finnlay fled the room, but Robert was blind to his leaving. It had been a mistake to come here, a mistake to think he could pass through untouched. He took a deep breath, warming the cold inside.

After several calming heartbeats, he felt a hand on his arm. ‘You know, Robert,’ Ayn said with a fresh smile, ‘sometimes I wonder how you refrained from killing Selar all those years ago and taking the throne yourself.’

Robert turned away. ‘Don’t say that, even in jest.’

‘Perhaps I wasn’t joking.’

‘Even more reason not to say it. I swore an oath to serve the King solely and above all others. To break that oath would not only dishonour myself but everything I believe in.’

Ayn edged her way forward until she stood before him, gazing up into his face. ‘And is that really it, Robert? Is that why you won’t join us now – because of your oath? Because you hold honour as high as that? But what price honour?’

Softening, Robert placed his hands on her shoulders. ‘What would be the worth of any oath I could give the Enclave if I broke my oath to the King first? Eh? I’m sorry, Ayn, but I think you’ll find that most arguments end up being circular. At least they are with me.’ He glanced at the bedroom door. ‘Will she be all right?’

Ayn nodded. ‘Yes. You go and get some sleep. Even if you don’t Stand the Circle tomorrow, your presence will still be expected.’

‘And is that all that will be expected of me?’ Robert asked from the door.

Ayn shrugged. ‘Who can answer a question like that at this time of the night?’

*

The only way she knew it was morning was by the subtle increase in little noises which drifted around the caves and tunnels of the Enclave. Feet moving along sandy passages and greetings called between friends. The clink of glass and scrape of wood upon stone. Jenn had slept fitfully in the unfamiliar bed. Twice during the night she’d woken, certain she could hear the sound of horses coming towards her. But when she’d opened her eyes all she could see were the shadows cast by an oil lamp in the corner, and she knew she’d been dreaming.

Long before Ayn had come in to wake her, Jenn had lain still in bed, going over the last few days in the first peace she had had since the moment she had said those hasty words in front of the Guilde soldiers. So much had happened, and so little of it believable. Even now, in the cool fresh morning, she didn’t understand what had possessed her to pick up that ayarn last night. At the time it seemed a reasonable thing to do – the only thing, in fact – but looking back, the most overwhelming memory aside from the pressure she had felt was the enmity of those strangers around the table. Their questions and their insistence filled her with disquiet even now and dampened her natural curiosity about the Enclave.

‘I heard you talking last night,’ Jenn admitted as Ayn passed her a bowl of thick meaty broth. The smell drifted to her nostrils and made her stomach yearn for nourishment. She pushed the cushions up against the bedhead and picked up a spoon. ‘I couldn’t help hearing, I’m sorry.’

‘I’m sorry our voices kept you awake,’ Ayn replied evenly. She came around the bed and sat on the side.

Jenn was silent for a while, then, realizing the old woman was noting her every move, she coloured in embarrassment.

‘I wouldn’t worry about it, child. There’s a lot you need to learn simply in order to survive. You’ll have to listen with ears more sensitive than that.’

Still only halfway through the bowl of broth, Jenn paused and rested it on her lap. She shook her head, utterly bewildered. ‘You have no idea how confusing this is. Until two days ago, I’d always believed sorcerers had died out. To find now that you all live here on top of this mountain is unbelievable. But what is more incredible is that I … I can do these strange things. I can’t help wishing that someone would just tell me what’s happening!’

She couldn’t continue even though she wanted to. Tears stung her eyes and her throat constricted until it hurt. She took a deep breath and wiped the back of her hand across her eyes.

‘What do you want to know?’ Ayn asked gently and handed her a piece of crusty bread. ‘I don’t know everything, but a little …’

Looking into her soup, Jenn suddenly found it difficult to put her questions together – which was annoying, since she’d just made such a fuss about them. Glancing up, she asked the first one which came to mind. ‘Last night you said something about Robert and how he didn’t kill the King – and before about how the key spoke to him. What were you talking about and what is this key and … what is standing the circle?’

Ayn nodded. ‘The two questions are very separate. The Key is something you’ll see later this morning, when the Circle is formed. Our leader, called the Jaibir, is chosen by the Key in the ceremony. When he is chosen, his powers become permanently intertwined with the Key. The Jaibir’s power keeps the Key alive. As a result, he must live for ever within the confines of the Enclave. Anyone can Stand the Circle and be chosen, but since the Key needs someone with strong powers to wield it, traditionally only the strongest of us do so.’

‘Like Robert?’

‘As you may have already guessed, Robert refuses to Stand. He has always remained independent of us, despite our attempts to convince him otherwise.’

‘Why?’

Ayn shrugged. ‘I won’t pretend I understand him, child. He says he has his reasons. One way or the other, he refuses to go near the Key.’

‘So, what does the Key do?’

‘Many things. We use it to help decipher some of our older records, as an aid to teaching. Any important decision is usually put to the Key for approval. Its most important purpose is to keep the Enclave protected and invisible from the outside world. Without it we would have been discovered centuries ago. Our main problem is that we know it has a great many more uses, but without someone strong, we can only scratch the surface. We believe that there is a way we can live in the outside world without being destroyed, that we can be free – and that the answer is within the Calyx. But to find the Calyx, we must first wield the Key fully. Two of our major surviving records show it to be so. As it is, the Key is very helpful. It’s quite a sight to behold. Grown men tremble in their shoes when the Key rises to question.’

‘And is that what happened with Robert?’

Amused, Ayn nodded. ‘He was nine years old at the time, but already strong in his powers. I’d found him and brought him back here – we didn’t realize Finnlay had the same abilities at that point. Of course, Robert’s father was still alive then. He thought his son was going to spend a month at a monastery in the hills. Robert was an odd child. Always asking questions, most of which nobody could answer – and never taking any answer he did get for granted. He had a quick temper and a ready laugh. He was open and affectionate, with an extraordinary ability to make friends with anyone. Marcus took an instant shine to him.’

Ayn paused, smiling a little, before continuing with her story. ‘Anyway, I brought Robert to the hall where the Key had been set up for some work. Robert walked straight up to it. Then the strangest thing happened. We began to hear a voice speaking in a whisper. I knew it was coming from the Key because I’d heard it before. You can imagine our surprise. Nothing like that had ever happened before. The Key only ever spoke to the Jaibir – certainly never a child.’

Jenn held her breath. ‘What did it say?’

‘I don’t know.’ Ayn shrugged. ‘I couldn’t hear it properly – neither could anyone else. Robert knows but, true to his stubborn nature, he’s always declined to illuminate us on the subject. He just says that it was personal.’

‘And what did you say about the King?’

Ayn’s smile faded as she drank some more. ‘That’s something else entirely. To be honest, I think you should ask Robert. However, be prepared for the possibility that he may not answer. He retains some loyalty to Selar and consequently cannot be drawn on the subject.’

‘And now,’ Jenn murmured to herself, ‘he won’t do anything no matter how important – because it would break his oath to the King. No wonder he’s so lost.’

‘Eh?’ Ayn started at the comment, but as Jenn looked up with an innocent smile Ayn shook her head. ‘You’d better get dressed, my girl. I’ve laid out a new gown for you, one my daughter has grown out of. The ceremony will start soon and you wouldn’t want to miss it.’

Jenn climbed out of bed as Ayn poured hot water into an earthen bowl for her to wash. Ayn set out clean linen and soap, then disappeared for a few minutes. When she returned, Jenn was clean and dry and struggling to get into a gown of soft deep blue wool.

‘Here, let me help you,’ Ayn said with a motherly smile. She took the dress and dropped it over Jenn’s head. It slipped down into place, then Ayn held first one, then the other sleeve for Jenn’s arm. As she got to the second sleeve however, Ayn paused.

‘What’s that?’ she whispered, her eyes widening.

Jenn glanced at the old mark on her shoulder and shrugged. ‘A birthmark. Why?’

Ayn dropped her hands and stared openly at Jenn.

Feeling suddenly uncomfortable, Jenn moved to pull the sleeve up but Ayn’s hand shot out to stop her.

‘A birthmark? Of course it’s a birthmark … by the gods! Don’t you know what it is?’

Jenn shook her head, not understanding Ayn’s reaction at all. ‘No, I …’

‘No, of course you don’t. I can see it in your face. I’ll have to call the Council …’ Her voice trailed off as she moved quickly to the door of her rooms.

Jenn could hear her calling out into the cavern and as she waited, a shiver ran down her spine. She pulled the dress up around her shoulder, but the sense of foreboding which gripped her was all-consuming. She looked rapidly around the room. There must be some escape. Some way out … But there was no window and only the single door through which Ayn had just gone. Even now Jenn could hear feet on the steps outside and voices raised in question. Ayn was trying to explain to them.

‘I tell you she has a House Mark, on her shoulder, right where it should be.’

Then Wilf’s voice, ‘But that’s impossible! A girl with her birth can’t have a House Mark. What kind of trick is Dunlorn trying to play here?’

‘Calm down,’ Henry said quietly. ‘Do you want the girl to hear you? Ayn, are you certain about this? You know what it could mean? It’s a serious matter if Robert has lied to us.’

‘I can’t imagine he would lie, not about a thing like this.’

‘Then perhaps it’s the girl,’ Wilf added ominously.

Jenn listened and her stomach went cold. They were coming again, just like last night. They would push her, hurt her, trap her … What were they talking about? It couldn’t be good, not judging by their tone.

As they came closer and closer, Jenn felt more and more like a trapped animal, and the moment the faces appeared at the door, she reacted from pure instinct.

Her hands flew up in front of her and a wall of sheer white flame filled the doorway.
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