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  Prologue


The hard-faced woman folded her arms over her bosom and swayed her hips to fill the doorway. Not even a mouse could have squeaked past her. 
“Not for you. Not any more.” She waved her arms to emphasise her point before crossing them again. A pendulum of loose flesh swung from each meaty bicep.
“What do you mean?” Carad might only be eight years old, but the sick feeling low in his gut said he understood her perfectly well.
Behind him, Dai and Nia hunched close together by a midden near the corner. It looked promising enough, and the smell of spoiled fruit marked it useful, but they had already picked through it half a hundred times. Nothing left in it now but the stink.
The little ones were holding hands again. They might as well paint bow-rings on their chests and spread their arms to welcome the scavengers. Softness was weakness on the streets. He’d warned them half a hundred times to cut it out.
“I’ll not carry you no more. I’ve let you stay longer than I should have out of respect for your Da.” For the coin he had paid her, she meant. “It ends now. I’m no alms house, though I’m known for my soft heart.”
Another time this would have drawn a bitter twist to Carad’s lips. Not now, with Dai’s scarce-muffled sobs scourging him from behind. Nia had always been the stronger one, though she was a year younger and a head shorter.
“Where will we go? What about our things?” The rags they hadn’t been able to sell. Carad tried to step around Ma Adhlaic, but she shuffled her weight from foot to foot and defied him to find a way through. The doorframe’s weathered wood creaked around her.
“I warned you last week, boy. You need to bring something to my table or you’re no good to me. Sitting around, eating your heads off and doing nothing to pay your way. I won’t have it no more.” Her arms shifted from their place across her bosom to fix akimbo onto her hips.
Behind her, Carad could see the gloomy corridor of the rooming house, the stink of boiled cabbage so thick in the air it was nearly visible. One of the other children peeped from behind a part-closed door. Carad couldn’t see who. It didn’t matter.
She had warned him, true, but Carad thought she said it to scare the last of his coin out of him. It worked too – the two silvers Da had told him to keep safe in the bottom of his sock belonged to her now. Along with everything else they owned, squeezed out over the days and weeks since Da was due back for them.
Near a month past and still no word.
“My Da won’t be happy about this when I tell him.” Grasping at straws. Even the little ones knew that four weeks overdue meant it was time to make a new plan. Ma Adhlaic’s huge arse blocking the door confirmed it in flesh.
“Your Da isn’t coming back, boy. You’re on your own now. You know it as well as I do.”
Carad did. And, to judge from the wailing from behind him, so did Dai.
“You’re a stupid old woman and my Da will make you sorry.” Nia pushed close to Carad, the small hands on her hips mirroring the old woman’s. “Come on, Caddie. We’ll find somewhere better to wait for him.”
Carad let her drag him from the door and across the unevenly packed dirt of the street. In truth he was relieved to have somebody else to make the decision. Ma Adhlaic wouldn’t budge; that much he knew. He could stand at her door until his belly hollowed and the flesh fell from his bones and still it would make no difference.
Dai waited for them at the corner, his last sobs smothered behind his hand. His permanently hunched shoulders imprinted him with a frailty that drew scavengers like the scent of roasting meat. Carad worried for him. Even before they’d fetched up on the street with nowhere to go and nobody to look after them.
What were you thinking, Da?
“Where will we go, Caddie?” Dai slipped his hand through the crook of Carad’s elbow. Carad worked hard to stop himself from shaking it off, but Dai must have seen something in his face. The small hand pulled away, and guilt surged from Carad’s belly into his throat.
“We’ll go to the stables. Da said they’d help us if we got in trouble.” Da’s final instructions, whispered in the dark while the little ones slept, had been honed by time and worry to a diamond sharpness.
Ossen’s stables and hostelry served a much better class of client than Ma Adhlaic did. Here the footing was cobbles, not water-pocked dirt, and most buildings wore at least the ghost of a lime-wash. The sweet-smelling building spanned a junction on the eastern side of the city, where four well-travelled roads came together to draw customers to him.
Ossen himself was a small man, quietly spoken and quick to smile. Da brought Carad to meet him just twice, but the memory stuck. Not just because of the sliver of apple tart that Ossen slipped him with a wink, but because of how Da acted after their whispered conversation – quiet, but with excitement fizzing under his skin.
And because that night Da came to his room with whispered instructions about how to manage Ossen, and Ma Adhlaic, and half a hundred other things. And was gone.
The small man wasn’t hard to find. He stood just inside the great double doors thrown open to the unseasonable late Harvest warmth and watched his people work. None of the mostly-grown boys shovelling hay and dung looked at him, but the hunch of their shoulders said they felt the weight of his eyes.
Carad shivered, a sharp blade of wind slipping itself under his tunic and raising goosebumps along his skin. The little ones would wait inside; even in this area of Dun, the city was no place to leave them unprotected.
Carad settled Dai and Nia in a darkened corner, hidden as best he could manage. He wished he could at least leave them with a crust of bread to chew on while they waited. When they were finished here, maybe they would have some better choices.
Ossen didn’t notice Carad at first. A boy shuffling towards him through the sprinkling of clean straw should have caught his attention right away. An older, stubbled man smoothing a comb through the mane of a chestnut in one of the stalls opposite tipped his head to mark Carad, then carefully turned back to his duties.
“I know you, lad. Dai, isn’t it?” Ossen crinkled his forehead and looked down at him. A close guess; Carad didn’t hold it against him.
“Carad, ser.” The words clotted onto his tongue and he ducked his head, stirring drifts of straw with his boot’s toe. “Dai’s my brother.”
“I knew there was a Dai.” Ossen smiled now, sweet but fleeting. “What can I do for you, Carad?”
“My Da said we were to come. If I couldn’t look after the little ones by myself, go to Ossen he said.” This should be easier, somehow. Ossen’s smile didn’t warm him. “He didn’t say why.”
Silence, underlain by the rhythmic scratch of soft bristles against horse-hide.
“He did, did he?” Ossen spoke at last, his voice thoughtful. “Do the people know?”
An odd question. What people?
“Nobody knows we came. We don’t talk to many these days.” True even when Da was with them and doubly so now. All their friends disappeared when Da did.
“Can you help us?”
Ossen leaned closer, his spice-scented breath warm on Carad’s cheek. “Ssssshhhh. One thing at a time, little boy.” Ossen drew Carad more deeply into the darkness.
He walked around Carad, who tried his best to keep still. From the corner of his eye he could see Dai and Nia. They were reaching into a barrel near the door, grabbing double handfuls of the hard green apples intended for the horses and tucking the fruit into the folds of their tunics.
Ossen pretended not to see them. That didn’t bode well. Carad had found that when adults ignored stealing it was because they had bigger rods they planned to beat you with.
“Your Da left a little money, did you know? He wanted me to promise that if something happened to him I’d get you out of Dun. Easier said than done, I told him.” Every word carefully shaped and dropped to mean no more than Ossen intended it to.
He might as well not have bothered. The wrinkle of confusion across Carad’s brow felt as though it was nailed in place.
“Lucky you came to see me today. I have wagons due to pull out before first light tomorrow, last run of the season. I can see that one of you gets back where you belong. When your Da paid me, he left coin enough to see all three of you safe home. Won’t stretch that far now, though. Things have changed. Too many new palms to grease, if you catch my meaning.”
Carad’s blood pumped hard in his ears, making him struggle to hear what Ossen was saying. Escape? Coin? They were saved!
“You can get us out?”
“Not all of you, just one. I’d like to help all of you, but it can’t be done. Not now. Maybe in the spring, if you want to wait.”
One of them. The quick cadence of excitement in Carad’s blood settled into a sombre funeral beat. “Which one of us, ser?”
Now Ossen laughed, a rumble too big and too deep for his body. “Whichever one you like. You, if that’s what you want. Or that sister of yours out of the filth and the mire before it leaves its mark on her.”
He didn’t mention Dai, but that was who Carad turned to watch. The boy sat behind Nia with his chin propped in his palms and his head bowed. Scrawny shins poked from the bottoms of trousers three inches too short, and something disturbingly like a palmprint dirtied the left side of his face. He didn’t look fit to survive the stables, let alone the streets.
If one of them was to go, it should be Dai.
Nia sat close by her brother, a small mound of apples in front of her. Methodically, she hid them in her sleeves, her trousers and the folds of her tunic. When she couldn’t fit any more inside her clothing she turned to Dai and used his to stash more. The angle of her chin threw the new hollow of her cheeks into stark relief.
She should have her chance. Da would have insisted on it.
But what about Carad? What would he do? Who would rescue him?
“Decide fast, boy. I’ll need time if I’m to make arrangements. Don’t think you can turn up in the morning and jump into a wagon. Tell me now or give up your chance.” Ossen’s eyes still sparkled and he still smelled of pie, but Carad didn’t think him such a kind soul any more.
“What about the two that don’t go? Can we stay here in the stables with you until spring?”
Ossen laughed again, his head thrown back and his hands cradling his belly. “What is it you think I am, boy? I’m a businessman. I provide services and I charge coin for them. I’m fair and you’ll get what you pay for, but I don’t give my time away for free. If you have the coin, I have a room. If not, you make your own way. That’s how the world turns.”
Choose between them? Between tiny Nia with the spirit of a nathair and grave Dai with the heart of a scholar. Carad drew back from Ossen slowly. He shuffled backwards until he came to the open door where Dai and Nia waited.
“What did he say, Caddie? Will he help us?” Nia pushed a grubby hand into his, her palm smooth against his own. She slipped an apple up his sleeve.
“No. He won’t.” Carad reached for Dai with his other hand. “Come on, let’s go. I think I saw a place near Cathair na Rince in the old town we could stay for a bit. We’d be together at least.”
Carad looked over his shoulder as they rounded the corner. He hoped he wasn’t making the mistake of his life.








  
  















Forty Years Later








  
  Chapter one
Chapter One


Carad squirmed. 
A knuckle from one of the throne’s twisted silver curlicues dug into the bones of his spine, and he gritted his teeth against the urge to hunch forward.
An Athair didn’t hunch.
An Athair didn’t squirm, or sigh, or pray the vault of the roof would fall in and give him an excuse to end this pointless audience.
But the roof was sound, and Carad would work to keep it that way. The Athair’s One Throne was a prize he’d plotted, conspired and murdered for, and Carad would sit himself on his prize if it killed him. He clenched his teeth against a grimace.
From the corner of his eye he caught a collective wince from the bank of white-robed novices lined against the Audience Hall’s west wall. Across from them, the blue-robed penitents had at least learned to keep their unease to themselves. The disciples filled the centre benches, still as stone. Most of these remembered Carad from before he rose to be Athair, and few of those would have chosen him as their leader.
Seated on much more comfortable stools on either side of his feet, his two Tánaiste responded to their Athair’s mood each in his own way. Searlas cringed and Garbhan straightened.
His people all feared his temper, did they? As they should. If he had to sit through this farce of an audience, it was fitting that everybody else should suffer just as much.
Or more. Carad wasn’t one to suffer alone.
He had revelled in the throne once, back when he was new to leadership and still believed in an Athair’s power. Back then the thick stone walls with their banners and pennants, the rows of silent Brothers and bent-kneed armsmen, thrilled him. He felt them wrapped around him in a warm bolster of protection. Seven years on, the lowered heads no longer had the same magic
Carad stood, and silence smothered the room in an instant as his people followed him to their feet.
Behind Carad his three advisors stirred, shuffling their feathers like a murder of storm-crows lined on a gibbet. The flesh on the back of Carad’s neck crawled but he didn’t turn his head. His years on the Athair’s throne had taught him the value of keeping his own counsel.
To his left, his armsman, Edda, sucked in a double lungful of the room’s stilted air and stepped forward. “The Athair, Carad, fourth of the line and blessed by the one God, Fearg, sits in judgement of you. Let any who wishes to throw himself on the Lone Man’s mercy step forward and make himself known.”
Silence, dark as an Unclean heart and cold as the Lone Man’s mercy.
Carad had planned to put a stop to these audiences when he first became Athair. He had been an innocent then, naïve in the ways of power. How long ago that seemed.
Nobody ever speaks up, he had pointed out. Even the freshest novice knows better than to air his grievances in front of the assembled Brotherhood. Why waste his time on this?
He had quickly learned that no power in the Tiarna could shake the status quo. The Athair’s One Throne certainly came nowhere close.
And so every month, on the first Sabbath of the new moon, when Fearg’s powers waxed strongest, the Brotherhood gathered at daybreak to shuffle their collective feet.
What would they do if he stood? If he complained that the throne is too hard on his arse and asked for a well-stuffed cushion?
They would shuffle harder, is what, the novices and penitents wrinkling their brows and the disciples widening their eyes in carefully moderated judgement. The Masters on their pew in front of the throne’s dais would sneer more openly, and at least one would scoff out loud. Owen, Master of Allsayers, maybe, or Luca, Master of Novices.
And then one of the storm-crows would step forward from behind the throne. The advisor would interpret Carad’s words into something fit to come out of an Athair’s mouth, and the collected Brothers would nod and smile. Would accept the version of the men who held their leader’s walking reins.
As they always did.
“Speak freely and let your voice be heard.” To be fair, Edda allowed no taint of tired formula to leak into the bellow of his voice. A fine man, Edda, and a credit to his tabard. The stab of his irony came always by accident.
Nobody spoke. Nobody ever spoke.
But no. This time something broke the stultifying sameness of the Audience Hall’s atmosphere. On the benches, under the drape of flags long won and forgotten, somebody moved. A penitent all angles and warm-toned skin, with more experience in his face than most of the new-minted Brothers.
He surged to his feet, or tried to, at least. The disciple behind him leaned both arms on his shoulders, pinning him in place. On either side, other penitents held him tight by the folds of his tunic.
A low comedy, but one with serious intent. By long tradition, a Brother couldn’t speak in the presence of the Athair unless he stood upright under Fearg’s eye. These disciples intended to see that the penitent’s words died unheard.
Did they expect him to sit like a castrated bull with its head over a gate while they decided what pap to feed him? The burn of rage kindled in Carad’s belly.
A hissed breath from one of the advisors told him that once again he had upset their expectations. Donnchadh, no doubt. Giollaíosa was too disciplined to betray himself in such a way, and Manannán never admitted to allowing any circumstance to slip through the tightened fist of his control.
“Let him speak.” Carad spoke softly but with every nuance of his voice clearly audible in the dead silence.
The penitent shook himself free from the hands that pinned him and stumbled from the bench into the open area at the Audience Hall’s centre. He was a full ten years older and near a head taller than the others, Carad could see now, and his white robe dangled pitifully from the hunch of narrow shoulders.
The penitent straightened and dipped into an awkward genuflection. “Thank you, Holy One.” His voice held none of Carad’s power. “I knew that if my heart was pure enough the Lone Man would hear me.”
Ah. One of those. Carad’s lips twisted again.
“Athair, I bring a grave injustice before you.” The penitent’s voice broke on his final word, ruining the pomp of his declaration.
“An injustice, how exceptional.” Donnchadh’s rich tones sounded from behind the throne. “But why wait until now to bring it forward? Should Brother Luca’s ear not have been your first audience? He oversees penitents as well as novices, does he not?”
Something in the flow of the counsellor’s words, in the flex of Brother Luca’s shoulders above folded arms, told Carad that whatever complaint the penitent had, both Donnchadh and Luca already knew of it.
And Carad did not.
“Oh, I think the Lone Man’s audience chamber is the perfect place to expose a grave injustice.” Carad turned his head slightly, pitching the comment for Donnchadh. “We should welcome our Brother’s diligence in bringing the matter forward.”
A susurrus from the gathered Brothers confirmed that his point struck home. Lower on the dais, Garbhan’s back straightened under the sharp edge of Carad’s temper unsheathed in the room.
Had Garbhan known about the incident, whatever it might have been? Had Searlas? A crawl of paranoia tickled up Carad’s spine and he rolled his neck, rejecting it. It was at times like this he surprised himself by missing his old second, Nuada. That old work-horse would have made a fine Tánaiste.
Though never an Athair. And that was one of the man’s strongest advantages.
The penitent stood a pace ahead of his seated fellows, waiting for his Athair’s response.
“Step forward, child, and let me see you.”
The penitent, no child, did as he was asked. The lines in the man’s face deepened as he stood under the eyes of his Brothers and under the weight of their collective disapproval.
“Tell me your name first, and then your story.” Carad could offer sympathy when it was in his interest to do so.
“My name is Barra, Holy One, and until last week I patrolled the Corcra Mountains to the west of Slate Pass. I’ve always dedicated myself to the Lone Man – and to you, Athair – from my first day as a novice. My devotion is one thing that has never been questioned.” A red flush of anger crept up the man’s cheeks and he flashed a hot look at Luca.
Carad nodded, motioning for Barra to go on. Definitely one of those; a Brother who served from religious fervour rather than self-interest and a desire for advancement. Brothers like this one made Carad uncomfortable; he found their zealotry unpredictable and dangerous.
“On Soulsday of last week I led a division into the mountains. We patrolled along the inner defences just like we always do, Holy One, even though no Lupe has ever come into the Tiarna from the mountains except through Slate Pass.”
Unimaginative, and for that matter untrue. Carad nodded again, saying nothing.
“It was an old man, Holy One, I swear it by the Book and on my father’s name. Just one back-bent old grandfather without sap enough to see out the winter, let alone harm us.” The penitent held his left hand tightly in his right, the knuckles of each clenched to whiteness. “We’d seen nathair tracks close by. On his own he wouldn’t have survived the night. He was cold and hungry, and we had food and flame enough to spare. He wasn’t a Lupe – not even Luca says he was.”
Luca’s brow beetled and his mouth opened. The man’s sharp nose and bald head had always put Carad in mind of a vulture; the comparison fit particularly well this day. He waved the old fool to silence. The Master of Novices’ outrage could wait until his own was satisfied.
“You let him share your hearth and fed him until his belly bulged. And then you sent him about his business to crow in every ear about the good-hearted Brotherhood and the stories they swapped at the privacy of their own hearth.” Carad’s grin was a rictus stretched across his skull. “Are you an idiot, man? Penitent’s too good for you – in Luca’s shoes I would have had you hung.”
Barra’s face tightened on every word, so that when Carad finished his eyes were slits and his compressed lips shone near as white as the stars of his knuckles. He would have said more but a harsh gesture from Carad silenced him.
“You think I’m over-reacting, eh? Frightened of gore-splattered Unclean hiding in every dark corner? Well, you may be right. Could be my nerves are strained from too long spent in comfort while you Brothers keep the Tiarna safe. Should we hear another voice? One of our fine, upstanding Tánaiste might have something worth listening to on the subject.”
On the cushioned seat at Carad’s feet, Searlas flinched his shoulders almost to his ears. Garbhan’s stillness was just as telling to one who knew him as well as Carad did.
Or once had, at least.
He could feel his people cringe under the whip of his voice, but the cold rage in his belly burned too strong to stop. He was Athair here, and he would make sure every one of them remembered it.
“What you did was inappropriate.” Searlas spoke directly to Barra. “And challenging the decision by bringing it before the Athair compounds your error. You know, do you not, that the instruction never to share our food or fire comes from Sagart, the Lone Man and first Athair?”
Barra dropped his head downwards. The penitents on either side of him had drawn back, isolating him in a spotlight of his own making.
“By ignoring this instruction, you declare that you place your own judgement above Sagart’s, and above every Athair who followed him. You display hubris, Penitent Barra, and disrespect. This decision was not yours to make.” Searlas spoke in a cold, high voice, his very lack of emotion hammering the words home.
“I have a question for you.” Garbhan’s speech, warmer and more approachable, dropped into the void Searlas’ words left rippling behind th. “What do you know about the death of our last Athair?”
Carad’s heart stuttered in his chest.
“I know his life was taken in a brutal betrayal.” Barra lifted his gaze to connect briefly with Garbhan’s and then Carad’s before fixing his eyes again on the floor.
“That it was.” Cold granite rippled through Garbhan’s voice. “A foul act, and one that changed us forever as a Brotherhood. Would you believe, Penitent Barra,” Garbhan leaned forward, the dropping register of his voice clearly audible in the utter silence of the room, “that the betrayer who robbed us of our most holy man was a weak old cripple, too sick even to walk his own length without help?”
The words were directed towards him, Carad knew, more than to a penitent already judged and found wanting. Not the first such unsubtle jab since Carad took the throne.
Garbhan had never believed that the old Guardian, the one with the means, the will and the intention of murdering their previous Athair, had truly been the hand behind the blade.
Garbhan, better than any man living, knew what Carad was capable of.
Edda’s rigid figure to the right of the throne reminded Carad he wasn’t the only one who might view Garbhan’s words as an attack. Edda had been the one to allow the old Guardian into the Athair’s presence. Worse, he had left him there alone for reasons that seemed right at the time. Only Carad’s intervention had saved him from summary execution on the grounds of culpability.
“I do believe it, Tánaiste.” Barra spoke in words without colour.
“Then you understand your error.” Garbhan pushed harder. “You disobeyed a direct instruction, and you exposed the Brotherhood to attack regardless of your personal conviction about the man you sheltered.”
“I accept your judgement, Tánaiste. And, Holy One, I thank you for your indulgence. Forgive me if I have overstepped your boundaries.” Barra pressed his palms together in the Sign of the Book.
Carad jerked to his feet. Enough game-playing for one day. “In the name of the Lone Man and his Book, this audience is over.”
Pageantry and tradition demanded that Carad stood as the brothers filed out under his eye, but today his mood was too foul for playacting. If he was to be leader, he would lead. He refused to be a figurehead for the intentions of others.
He strode from the Hall before his people had time to do more than screech to their feet. Tradition be damned, no matter that his advisors whined that his lack of respect for the old ways weakened his hold on the Brothers. If he had waited for the Hall to clear as tradition demanded, he could have used the private door directly to his rooms. No matter; the slow burn of his temper would respond better to a walk.
At least having them all gathered behind him meant the corridors of power were empty of all but an occasional cleaner or serving man scurrying about their business. The circuitous path to his private apartments offered no distraction as he moved swiftly along the near-empty pathways of dressed granite.
A runner from the pigeonry attempted to draw his attention to an outstretched sheaf of papers, but Carad ignored him. The latest permutations of the Tiarna’s self-immolation would have to wait until he had settled his patience. Preferably with a goblet of wine and a good book.
His apartments had been the old Athair’s once, though Carad didn’t often think of it these days. The stench of death had taken weeks to fade from the atmosphere; the taint of blood could never be cleaned away.
Carad had instructed that all soft furnishings be pulled out and destroyed. Blood-taint offered no impediment to a man with an easy conscience and no regrets.
He loosened the restricting length of his Athair’s sash with a sigh. Long strides took him across a rug woven in silver and rich blue, but before he could reach the decanter on his polished oak sideboard a determined rap on the apartment door interrupted him.
“Enter.” Carad moved towards an armchair by the hearth instead, although the day was too warm for a fire.
“Forgive me for disturbing you, Athair.” Edda filled the doorframe, reassuringly solid. “The birds bring news I believe you’ll want to hear.”






  
  Chapter two
Chapter Two


Ardal strode along Dealgan’s main street, his jaw clenched with the effort of holding back a stream of curses most unfitting for a man of his station. 
They would kill him. They would seize an arm each and pull until he ripped asunder. Or maybe they would squash him, would push him and press him from every direction like a beetle under a miller’s wheel. Either way, he would be dead and none would have the part of him it seemed they couldn’t live without.
He shook his head, disgusted by the gout of his own self-pity. He might as well accuse them of dragging him to these depths too, now that the heifer had her head.
He blamed the damned dream.
Ardal stepped off the footwalk and into the road. It was an unthinking act of instinct to step around the wreckage where, seven years before, the Brotherhood pulled down the baker’s shop and threw its walls into the street.
Or, more accurately, instructed Ardal and his men to do it. And Ardal had saluted, had snapped orders to his men, and had torn the bakery to the ground. He had destroyed the livelihood of a three-decades friend while that friend was escorted by a knot of Brothers to have a conversation with their Allsayer.
The Lady knew what had happened next; Pól had never returned to say. Ardal had a pretty good idea, judging by the remains his men had cleared from the Allsayer’s playroom once the Brothers galloped off. Nothing complete enough to identify, but enough to know that Pól and the others would never come home.
The tumbled stone and rotted mortar would remain in the street, the Glór-Hunter – the Brother – instructed, until Dealgan washed itself free of the taint of the Unclean. A short man, he was, and slender, with a criminal’s short blond hair and the intensity of one destined for great things. The town needed to atone for the Unclean that nested among them, the Glór-Hunter had said, else the Brotherhood would come again and next time the destruction would be complete. And all the while Ardal stood to attention at his back and enforced the Glór-Hunter’s authority.
Unclean. Another name for Ardal’s people, though it would mean his death if any guessed the connection. They’d kill him not for anything he or his people had done but because the Lady blessed him with the gift of two shapes.
The townspeople understood Ardal’s obligation, of course. Or said they did. Better to have their own man lead the military, even if at times he had to act against them, than a stranger who wouldn’t care whose walls he tumbled into the road.
So they said, though not all could hold the line convincingly.
Ardal found himself wondering, in the dead of the night when the darkness whispered to him, if what was better for the town was also better for the man himself.
Harder, certainly. Every time he stepped into the street to avoid the ruins of Pól’s bakery, every time the bakery apprentice’s mother was dragged away shrieking by the sons still left to her, he wondered again. What cost to a man trapped in the middle? What difference his motivation when the blood on his hands ran just as red and just as accusing?
And when they couldn’t meet his eye, these men and women he grew up with? When conversation stopped every time he stepped into a room?
Not better, but necessary. A sacrifice just as vital as Raghlan’s had been, but without the cloak of heroism twirled about its shoulders. Even if the town could forgive, he himself would never move past what he had done, what he had been complicit in doing.
The doing wasn’t over yet.
The storefronts he passed had doors thrown wide in the early spring sunshine; still cold, but the bright edge of new growth in the air steeped the day with promise. Merchants stood at several of them, though all but one stepped inside as Ardal drew closer. The wooden handle of his bata weighed heavy against his shoulder as he nodded to that one: Aednat, widow to Dermud who had once owned the inn.
Her hard eyes drilled into him at every step until he had passed. He could still feel them picking him apart as he moved away.
On the opposite side of the street the guard, Ushna, slipped out of one of the tangle of streets and alleys that sprawled on either side of Main Street. A place of secrets, Dealgan, though one time they had been Ardal’s to know.
Ushna wasn’t on duty yet either to judge from the state of his shirt; another soul lost and left behind by devastation more than half a decade old. A good man, Ushna, for all that he was human and not Daoine. For that Ardal pitied him; more so now that bitterness disfigured him deeper than the scar that crawled along his left cheek. He saluted Ardal as he passed, then returned his eyes to the ground, lost in his own thoughts.
“Uncle!”
Ardal’s heart slammed from his chest into his throat. An echo of last night’s dream, and the night before that, born living into his day. He turned, clenching against what he would see. Had seen again and again and again.
But, thank the Lady, not this time.
“Dara. Good to see you, girl.” More than good to see a spark in her eyes instead of the glassy stare of death.
She hurried towards him, her pleasure clear in her broad grin and the haste in her normally careful footsteps.
“We’d hoped to meet you, Uncle. Or at least I hoped. Ma said you’re a creature to set her watch by these days and you’d be walking Main Street just like every other morning.” Dara’s cheeks pinked, and she clicked her teeth shut before any more words could fall out.
A huff of laughter surprised Ardal, short and rusty from disuse. This was why he wore the uniform and obeyed the orders of men he’d lay in a shallow grave in the mountains if he followed his own wishes. His family. His people. He would do what was necessary to keep them safe.
Behind Dara her mother, Rilla, approached more steadily. Like Dara she wore her hair woven at her nape and held a covered basket over her arm, she carried hers more lightly than her daughter did.
“A fine morning, Ardal. For once I’m happy to find you making your rounds hours before you need to. Although you’d do better to spend your time splashing a fresh coat of lime on the walls of that house of yours.”
Ardal caught himself before he made a face at her, the way he had when they were children and she played bossy older sister to his bratty younger brother. Rilla always complained he spent as much time patrolling off-duty as he did when he was duty bound to. No matter how often he explained, she wouldn’t accept that he had more obligation to the people of Dealgan than simply a military one.
Or she pretended not to, at least. A mother with a daughter on the edge of adulthood and a son not far behind, she had concerns enough of her own to set her hair white.
“Did you hunt me down just to plague the life out of me, woman?” He allowed a twinkle to show in his eye.
Dara laughed at his bluster. “No, Uncle. Though the pleasure of your company would be purpose enough, we did have another reason to look for you.” The tail of her dark green shawl drizzled downward from one narrow shoulder, calling to mind the child she worked so hard to leave behind.
“Out with it, then. Hit me with your worst. I’m ready.”
“We want you to come to supper. Ma’s baking rhubarb pie and I know it’s your favourite, and Da says he just needs an excuse to get rid of the second rooster, the one that’s taken to crowing in the middle of the night. What do you say to chicken stew and dumplings?”
“I’ll always say yes to chicken stew and dumplings, and if there’s rhubarb pie to follow then you’ll need a blackthorn stick to keep me from your door.” Ardal turned a quizzical eye on Rilla. He shared their supper often enough that there was no need for an expedition to invite him.
A tightening of her lips told him that whatever her concern, Dara wasn’t included in the meat of it. A fist clenched in Ardal’s gut. Trouble. He could smell it. A distance off for now, but big and black and closing fast.
He had already felt it in his dreams.
“I’d take it as a kindness if you’d come. Tearnin has been bending my ear about how long it is since he shared a pipe with you. Either you do your brotherly duty by me and shut him up, or I’m liable to plant him underneath the cabbages and go hunt myself a new husband.”
Not a subtle message. There was news to share privately, using the excuse of a pipe in the garden, and with no time to spare. The fist in his stomach clenched tighter.
“I’ll come gladly then, sister. We can’t have you out chasing men at your age. There’s no guarantee you’d find another runner as slow as Tearnin was. What an unlucky time for a man to sprain his ankle.”
The corners of Rilla’s mouth turned up, easing the pinched look she always wore these days. Ardal did what he could to lift the worry from her, though he made a poor job of it.
“See you do justice to my chicken stew, is all, or I can promise the tobacco won’t go down nearly as sweet as you expect.” Rilla had a true talent for holding her face straight.
“Do I hear talk of chicken stew?” A low-pitched voice from behind Ardal insinuated itself into the conversation.
Ciarde. A woman who had come to the town of Dealgan shortly after the Brotherhood left it. Whose arrival had prompted Ardal’s off-duty patrols of the town for no reason he could place a finger on. Except that he knew trouble when he scented it.
He turned to face her. “Some talk of supper is all. Nothing to interest the likes of you.” A twist of hostility in those final words for all that he tried to hold it at bay.
“But it does catch my interest.” Ciarde smiled with full red lips and flat eyes. “I haven’t tasted chicken stew since I came to Dealgan, and I’ve missed it.” Her eyes moved to catch Rilla’s. “People here aren’t friendly to those of us who come from outside. It can be lonely for a woman on her own.”
If the people of Dealgan still treated her like a stranger, the fault was her own. She floated on the surface of town life, building ties with nobody. If she vanished some might notice but none would care.
“You must join us, of course.” Rilla’s dry tone parched the welcome from her words. The dismay on Dara’s face would have been comical in other circumstances. Less so, now he was forced to share his supper and his family with this woman.
The thunder from his dreams rumbled closer.
“You’re too generous. I accept, and glad to.” Again, the smile showed only on her lips.
“Then you must excuse us. We have shopping to do if we’re to have everything ready in time.” With a sharp nod to Ciarde and a more cordial smile at Ardal, Rilla led her daughter further down the street. They stopped to talk to Aoife, grandmother to all, in her cane chair under the butcher’s red and white striped awning.
The less contact his family had with Ciarde, the happier Ardal would be. The people she represented brought danger with every word, every thought.
Were they behind his dreams of blood and death? They had better not be.
“Do you have a reason for forcing yourself on us?” He thought the question mild given the circumstances, but two lines of red pushed upwards across Ciarde’s cheeks and her lips pressed together in contrasting whiteness.
“Not on you particularly, soldier boy. As I’ve explained more than once, the people I represent have no time for a man who does the dirty work of the baby-killers.”
And she had. Maybe, Ardal admitted to himself, her unvarnished opinion of him fuelled his dislike as much as the powers she represented.
“Keep your distance from my family. They have nothing you want, and you have nothing to offer them.”
“How very like a Glór-Hunter’s man, to make decisions for others then force it down their throats.” The anger faded from Ciarde’s face, leaving only that full-lipped parody of a smile.
“I mean it, woman. You’re here on sufferance, in spite of the Council and not because of it. Don’t give me any reason to suspect you’re a danger to us. Dealgan has had enough of being the pawn in conflict between the great and powerful. It went badly for us last time, and I don’t aim to let that happen again.”
Ciarde laughed with the honking of a goose in pasture. “How droll, to think you have the slightest influence on whether I stay or go. Hear me, soldier boy. I’m here to do my duty just like you are, and I want to be done with it as quickly and cleanly as possible. I won’t permit you to interfere with that. Do I make myself clear?”
“I understand you perfectly.” And he did. Short of handing her to the Brotherhood, his hands were tied unless he wished to bring the Athair’s attention back to Dealgan. He had no power over Ciarde and she knew it.
“I look forward to sharing dinner with you. Although it suited my purposes, I didn’t lie about my favouring chicken stew. My gramma made it every Dorchadas supper when I was a little girl, and I’ve always associated it with celebration. I hope your sister’s hand with dumplings is lighter than my gramma’s though. She could sink ships with hers.” Her lips twisted in self-mockery.
A pleasant little story, and one designed to make him see her as a person instead of an enemy. It might have worked if he hadn’t seen her pull the same game on others at least half a hundred times. The leavening of her coldness with a wry touch of the personal slipped through the barriers of even the most suspicious townsfolk. When she wanted something from them; information or answers. It faded fast enough after.
The smile Ardal offered back was no more genuine than Ciarde’s own, and it pleased him to see her recognise it.
“I can’t force you to leave, but I can make life very difficult for you here.” It lessened him to threaten an innocent woman, but she endangered his family heedlessly. This wasn’t the first distasteful act forced on him by his responsibilities, and far from the most onerous.
She nodded but didn’t speak.
“Come to supper, if you must. Remember, though, I’ll be watching every movement and listening to every word. And when you leave with your belly full of my sister’s most excellent chicken stew, you’ll see that your interaction ends with them and you’ll move on to your next victim. Do we understand each other?”
Behind Ciarde the blacksmith, Ceallach, passed close enough to catch Ardal’s tone if not his words. He scorched Ardal and Ciarde both with a quick, curious glance and slowed his pace a fraction.
They were drawing attention. Exactly what Ardal didn’t want. Time to end this.
“Oh, I understand you perfectly, soldier boy.” Ciarde waved her hand at him in mock salute, ignoring his attempt to edge away. “But in the spirit of friendship and openness I’ll show you the same courtesy you’ve shown me.
“I’ll tell you what I need you to do, and you’ll do it. I’ll give instructions and you’ll follow them. You and I are on the same side, and for both of us our duty is to follow orders and not ask too many questions. Remember that next time you think to instruct me on where I go and what I do. And remember, your own hands are none too clean.”
She held Ardal’s eyes for a long moment, and he found that he had nothing to say to her in return.
“Captain, a moment if you will.”
If nothing else marked Ardal’s discomfort in Ciarde’s presence, being glad to see the Overseer certainly did the trick. The man’s very existence had been a thorn in Ardal’s side – in Dealgan’s side – since he first marched into town four years previously at the head of a mounted contingent of soldiers. Granted the soldiers hadn’t stayed for the most part. The horses certainly hadn’t.
“I’ll leave you to your master,” Ciarde said, unerringly pressing her thumb into his sorest place. “Until tonight, soldier boy.”
She walked away without an acknowledgement for the Overseer, an act of defiance that made Ardal’s teeth grind. It was this more than the burr of her attitude that made him dislike her. Drawing attention to their people would hurt only the young, the infirm, those not able to pick up and leave when the storm came on them. Ciarde, and the Council who directed her, either couldn’t or wouldn’t see that.
They were on the same side, Ciarde had said. Ardal didn’t believe it, and he wouldn’t until he learned her purpose in Dealgan. For all her fine words, in seven long years that was one thing she had chosen not to reveal.
He turned at the Overseer’s approach and pulled himself to straight-backed professionalism. The man grated on more than his resentment.
“A fine morning, Overseer.” His tongue refused the more usual ‘well met’ of greeting.
“I don’t want pleasantries from you, Captain.” The Overseer’s sneer was habitual. If Ardal was to take it personally then so should every man Dealgan-born. “I want you to whip these people into shape. Physically if necessary.”
Ardal held to his professionalism with bleeding fingernails. “Have you experienced a problem?”
“Vegetables are missing from my garden again. Cook says it’s vermin, but I don’t believe her. It’s theft, and I won’t stand for it. I want the woman and her conspirators put to the Question without delay.” The Overseer’s chins jiggled his outrage, bouncing above the too-tight collar of his lace shirt.
“I’ll have somebody look into the matter, Overseer. I’ve always known Labhra to be honest. I’m sure she’s right about the pests. I’ll see your garden wall is strengthened.”
“The problem with you, Captain,” the Overseer bared square and yellowing teeth, “it that you’re entirely too close to these people. You’re head of the Brotherhood’s forces, not a street heavy wrestling drunks. Act like it.”
He turned and stormed along the street with short, rapid steps, the built-up heels of his boots clicking on the occasional stone. Miraculously, the people of Dealgan melted out of his path.
Ardal made an attempt to consciously relax his jaw. Labhra would need to be warned that her time in the Overseer’s Mansion had reached its end. This wasn’t the first of his staff he had taken issue with, and the previous results had all been unpleasant.
The garden wall would be strengthened. The cabbages – or whatever – replaced. And they would limp onwards until the next crisis.
The reminder of his purpose grounded Ardal. He would stretch himself as thin as necessary, would do whatever was necessary to protect his people from Brotherhood and Council both.
They would survive the Overseer because they must. And Ciarde would need to learn to keep out of his way.
In the meantime, he would wait for the cloud of trouble to descend.






  
  Chapter three
Chapter Three


Carad stepped out of the doorway and allowed Edda inside. The slab-cheeked armsman threw a glance over his shoulder as he shouldered into the room, drawing Carad’s attention to Manannán waiting in the atrium. The advisor’s black and silver robes picked up the flickering light from the wall sconces, enhancing the authority of his straight back and patrician features. 
“I am in possession of additional information about this communication, Athair. I hope I can be of use to you in interpreting its meaning.” Manannán allowed Carad no opportunity to object before he followed Edda into the private chambers.
Carad flashed a single, longing glance towards the decanter. In the presence of this most insistent of his advisors he needed a drink more than ever. “Please, make yourself comfortable.” He spoke ironically.
“You should send for the Tánaiste and the other advisors. We’ll need all our heads to find a way through this one.” Manannán ignored the chairs and instead placed himself in the arch of the narrow window, legs set wide apart and arms held behind his back.
Carad turned his head so rapidly that his neck cracked. In his seven years as Athair – and five before that as Tánaiste – he had never heard an advisor offer to share the glory. Whatever the disaster the birds brought, it evidently pushed the Tiarna even deeper into upheaval. He caught Edda’s questioning look and answered it with a nod.
While the armsman left to hunt up the Tánaiste and counsellors, Carad studied his youngest advisor. Manannán always mirrored the colours of the One Throne in his clothing, and wore his hair oiled to rigid curls around his ears and his beard teased into a three-point barb. His every move and every word declared he owned his place at the top of the dung-heap, and he had always intimidated Carad for exactly that reason. A man who wore a cloak not designed for him would never feel easy in the company of one whose tailoring fit him so perfectly that it could only have been measured to his every inch.
In either the fact or the metaphor.
Self-consciously, Carad scrubbed a hand through his own close-cropped blond hair. Ridiculous that one of the most powerful men in the Tiarna should have a convict’s barbering, but he refused to allow it to grow longer than the tip of his smallest finger.
Even after four decades, he could feel the rough hands of the soldiers on his shoulders, the chill scrape of the razor along the bones of his skull. Could feel the hard eyes of market stallholders, the passersby and the children who could have been his brothers, could hear their suspicious whispers as they looked at him and the shaved head that marked him a thief. No matter the lack of logic, he would give no man the opportunity to drag him so far down again.
He flexed his hands into fists around the crosshatch scarring of his palms. No need to think about that now. The helpless, friendless boy who had scraped for survival on the streets was long gone.
The brief rap announcing Edda’s return came just in time to forestall Carad from resorting to the decanter after all.
The armsman entered without waiting for an invitation this time, followed closely by Giollaíosa. Searlas and Donnchadh entered after a short moment, conversing in low whispers. Garbhan completed their party, shutting the door at his back and stationing himself in front of it with arms folded.
Preparing for a quick exit or ensuring the others couldn’t do the same? Or maybe as uncomfortable in this company as Carad was.
Carad drummed his fingers impatiently as the others found seats in the over-decorated reception room. “So, everybody’s here. Can you please tell me what’s going on?” An order and not a request, regardless of how he worded it.
Manannán answered in Edda’s place. “A bird came an hour ago, Holy One. Not one of the regular communication pigeons but a night-flyer from a man I keep inside the Ard’s court in Dun.” He caught Garbhan’s eye and saw something he didn’t like there. “I make no apology for it. An Athair’s advisor should stay abreast of the Tiarna’s key players if he is to counsel effectively. This communication justifies my practice.”
“Do you plan to ever tell me what’s going on, or just to chatter about it in front of me as though I’m a brain-addled old lackwit?” Carad had reached the frayed edge of his patience, and let it show in the bite of his voice.
“Forgive me, Athair.” Manannán inclined his head in the most elegant of bows. “My man at the Ard’s court is a low-ranking courtier, invisible to those with power and privy only to rumours about their plans. I have attempted to recruit a more elevated informant but have not yet been successful. This limitation is unfortunate, because he learned of the Ard’s latest move only tangentially, and long after the action was taken.”
Carad gripped the arms of his seat so hard his knuckles shone near as white as the new-made penitent’s in the Audience Hall.
“The Ard has sent a Delegation to your court, Athair. We can expect them in the next ten days. Ostensibly their aim is to strengthen relations between the two courts, but in fact they are tasked with measuring your loyalty to the Ard. If you don’t satisfy them then they will declare you an Enemy of the Tiarna and declare war on the Citadel.”
The room silenced except for the strong beat of Carad’s blood in his ears. And so it began.
“That makes no sense.” Searlas, unexpectedly, was the first to speak. “Why do they think they can take what we have away from us? We hold the Tiarna more firmly than the Ard does, or ever did. He’d suffer more than we would from any conflict. His authority is in name only; ours is in minds and strong right arms. They won’t find us as vulnerable as they expect.”
“That’s true, but not correct.” Manannán spoke gently, his usual condescension missing from his voice. “You must remember that legally the Ard is the ultimate power in all four Tiarna. Yes, we hold the actual power, but only because we possess the loyalty of the military. If the Ard declared us traitors and gave a sugar-paste justification, how many of those soldiers would fight for us against their rightful king? Some, certainly, but probably not more than half. The Purging stands too clear in every memory. And what would the other half do?”
Carad nodded, more to himself than for his audience. Soldiers fought for him because it had never occurred to them to do otherwise. How many would stand by a toothless Brotherhood through love and loyalty alone?
True, all novices must prove themselves before they progressed to penitent. They would fight to the death for their Book and their Athair, and they would lose through sheer weight of numbers. The Brotherhood counted a handful over five thousand men, including pipe-voiced novices and bent-back old dodderers. Maybe three thousand could fight and half of those do it well. The Brotherhood counted on a military ten times the size to give teeth to their dictates.
The Ard allowed it because he had no option; the soldiers were raised, outfitted and paid by the Brotherhood. But what if he chose to test his power?
“A very risky tactic from the Ard.” Giollaíosa spoke for the first time, his reedy voice carrying none of Manannán’s certainty. His Adam’s apple bobbed above a weak chin. “He opens the Tiarna up to anarchy. Unlikely that many of the military would leap directly into the Ard’s service – most would either slink away until the thing was decided or step up and grab power for themselves. Madness to break a peaceful kingdom into splinters as a test of loyalty.”
“Especially with the mare’s nest Ullach is in at the present.” Searlas nodded his understanding. He stood in front of a tapestry depicting the Lone Man and the Hidden Heart, its rich colours draining him of consequence. “Too much risk that trouble will leak over into the other Tiarna. No sane man would take that chance.”
Carad nodded again.
The Ard wasn’t an idiot, and he would gain nothing but trouble if he tried to ram his knife into Carad’s back. A man familiar with the reins of power wouldn’t choose such a path without excellent reason, no matter how much he distrusted the Brotherhood’s intent.
Something else going on here.
“What would the Ard gain from this? A kingdom in flames and five decades of hard work gone up in the burning. We’re missing something.” Garbhan spoke the doubts direct from Carad’s thoughts.
Manannán and Giollaíosa nodded in unison, their exchange of sharp looks telling the room their agreement wasn’t planned.
“Donnchadh, do you have any thoughts?” Carad directed the question to the one man who hadn’t yet spoken.
His most senior – in age at least – advisor sat still, his flared nostrils and steepled fingers all that showed he followed the conversation. He breathed deeply for several moments more before turning in response to Carad’s question.
“Our first question is why rock this boat at all? Every long-serving leader knows that what’s proven to work, however imperfectly, is vastly superior to that which is unproven.”
It always surprised Carad when the old man produced something worth listening to. “We’re missing the key piece of the puzzle.”
“That we are, Holy One. Even so, we may be able to venture an opinion.” He settled himself more deeply into the straight-backed chair. “The first thoughts that come to mind are of the previous Tánaiste, Fodhla, who has been settled in the Ard’s court this five years. He knows your court and the Brotherhood’s weak points.”
Carad’s throat tightened. A mistake to allow Fodhla to live. He had known it at the time, but he had promised somebody important to him that his one-time rival would come to no harm by his hand. Carad had few enough friends that he
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