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FORWARD

by Olympe Seychelle

The book you are about to read is the one and only novel written by Malloy dos Capeheart. Malloy was born in Mistra over one hundred years ago (he won’t tell me the date) and has served the Guardhouse and the Order of the Veil and The Door faithfully for nearly his entire life under the name I know him by, Brother Blue.  I am proud to serve as Blue’s assistant and right hand, and I am proud that he allowed me to edit and re-publish this book.

Before he took his vows, Brother Blue longed to escape the life he was born into—that of a farmer. Being quicker in his wits than most, and more clever than the rest, the cosmopolitan and sophisticated life of a writer seemed a perfect fit. He divided his attention between his bourgeoning writing career and another job—Assistant to the Ambassador to the Kingdom of Eriis. When it became clear that his duties at the Guardhouse were a calling he could not refuse, despite some real success as a novelist, he willingly set aside his quill in favor of robes. And so despite its early popularity, the story of The Duke, his mysterious missing first wife, and his sweet and innocent betrothed, has languished out of print and un-read, until now.

Many words have been written about the conflict between Mistra and Eriis, and I won’t trouble the reader by adding to them. But it is no exaggeration to say that this novel, The Claiming of the Duke, was instrumental in normalizing relations between our two worlds.

This novel, and my master Brother Blue.

-Olly

––––––––

Praise for The Claiming of the Duke-

“It is a great book.” Rhuun, Prince of Eriis
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THE GREAT GORDA RIVER swung south out of the mountains and, having expended its energy on the downhill trip, turned itself into the Flat Gorda. Despite its new name it was actually at its widest, exchanging the cold peaks for the calmer midlands. With the great walls of the Guardhouse high above, you would need a good boat and the better part of an afternoon to cross the Flat Gorda, and hopefully a pole or a net, because the fish were fat and the water clean. After passing though farms and fields, the river turned east and changed its name again, this time to the Little Gorda. At this point you could exchange your boat for a pair of boots, because Mistra’s builders had loved their bridges. Once inside Mistra City proper, it branched out in every direction, mostly little brother and sister canals seeking to rejoin each other on the road to the sea, but a few eventually gave up, either too shallow or too narrow to find their way.  If you kept your boots, you’d need them by the time the tributaries all braided themselves together again on the city's outskirts, because by the time they'd found their way to their ultimate destination it was either mudflats or rocky cliffs that lurched away from the seashore as if offended by it. Only a fool or a madman would balance a great house on those crags. It is said that the builder of Gardenhour was both.

At the top of the path and with the sea booming at his back, the current resident, Maxmillien Altair va'DeiZago, Duke of Gardenhour (Max to his friends) was working himself into a bad mood and talking to his horse. 

"Forgive me for stating the obvious, Mammoth, “but normal business occurs at normal hours and don’t make a dent in my evening plans. My barrister should have been and gone by now, am I right?” The horse snorted, he assumed, in assent. "I should be on my second brandy. And I'll wager you a month's apples he tries to charge me for the extra time." The horse appeared to be admiring the countryside and clearly did not have an opinion on matters fiduciary. The Duke had to admit the landscape was beautiful. He was rarely in a position like this—waiting around for someone else. It was just past sunset, the moons not yet up, and the stars just starting to twinkle in the velvety sky. On a normal evening his man McVeigh would be laying out his clothing for another night of gaming, and he would be sitting down to dinner. 

"Fine. It's a nice night. I'll give you that. But I'd rather admire it from the inside of a carriage." The cool air was heavy with salt and the fragrance of thyme and wild rosemary. He preferred the smell of cigar smoke and perfume. The horse snorted again. "Ah, quite right, Moth. I see him." 

With one more look around the empty, rolling countryside, Max gave the rein a gentle tug and Mammoth turned back towards the estate. He wouldn't give Tavity, that weasel faced little creature, the satisfaction of appearing to wait upon his arrival. The man could find the gate himself.
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HALF AN HOUR LATER Max's mood had much improved. McVeigh had taken over as soon as he passed Mammoth off to the groom, handing him a warm cider and exchanging his boots for comfortable slippers. Now in his study, those slippers were propped on a fat leather hassock and the first brandy of the evening was in his hand. He was still without dinner but he could smell the lamb roasting in the kitchen. Mrs. Barton was a wonder with a joint of meat. There was just the business of the girl to get through, and then he would sit down to his meal. He set the brandy on the side table and folded his arms. Tavity peered through his wire rimmed spectacles at the Duke and then at the fire, back and forth, as if wondering which presented the greater danger, if one or the other descended upon him. Max knew Tavity would not speak first, and took some small pleasure in returning the favor of making the man wait. McVeigh prevented Max's reputation from devolving completely into that of a wild beast by providing the barrister with a brandy of his own. Finally, Max spoke.

"Let us begin,” he said. “Talk to me of this wench. Is she fair? And if she is not, is her father a wealthy man?” 

“The Plover family has much land, and the girl is....young.” 

Young. That could mean anything. It probably meant she was fat and simple. But much land was much land, and he was hungry. He made a decision. He smiled; his teeth straight and white in a face darkened by many long hours spent on the rough with Mammoth. “You may send for them.” 

With that done, he dismissed Tavity from his mind as if he had evaporated in a puff of smoke. Confident that McVeigh would see the barrister on his way, he rose without another word and strode towards the kitchen. It was one of his quirks to occasionally take his dinner in the warm, fragrant space, finding the formal dining room with its ancient blackened beams and paintings of sour faced va'DeiZago ancestors, entirely too grim. The kitchen, the kingdom of Mrs. Barton, was rather cozy in scale as compared to the rest of Gardenhour, which more than one young lady had described as 'chilly' and even 'uninviting.' 

Max had come to agree.

"Is it my dinner or is some heathen sacrificing a goat in here?" He bussed the cook on the cheek and joined his groundskeeper, Mr. Beesley, at the well-worn butcher-block table. He allowed her to fuss over serving him a plate of roast lamb with potatoes and onions. He pushed aside the greens though. He hated vegetables. 

"Raised them things my ownself," remarked Beesley mournfully. Like his father before him, he took great pride in Gardenhour's harvest.

"Now, Master Altair, if ye don't have a nice veg you'll come all over with the rickets and the shingles and yer hair'll be fallin' out, and who'll be to blame but myself?" To Mrs. Barton, Max's father had been Master va'DeiZago. The young master—dubbed Altair in his crib for his habit of climbing out of it and exploring the nursery, much like the wandering southern star—would be Altair forevermore.

"For you, my only love," he relented, making the old lady blush like a schoolgirl. "Look." He took up a forkful of what might have been over-stewed broccoli and ate it with apparent relish. 

"Master Max," McVeigh poked his head around the door. "Madam Cybelle's carriage has just pulled up. Shall I see her in?" 

"Please do. I'll be right up." Rescued from the broccoli, Max gulped the last of his wine and headed for the door. "Don't wait up," he called to Mrs. Barton. "And don't be hanging around my doorway all night, you little tart." Mrs. Barton blushed and giggled like a girl, flapping her apron at him as he went by.

Cybelle dos Shaddoch was his oldest friend, old enough to have been at his side, unwavering, during the unpleasantness. Sadly, as they had grown up together she was too old, too clever, and knew him far too well to become the next Duchess va'DeiZago. More like a sister, he relied on her in all things, and sometimes even let her know it.

At the moment, his ‘sister’ was waiting for him in his private suite at the top of the house, an honor reserved for young ladies rarely more than once, and Cybelle whenever she pleased. He found her sitting at his desk holding a sparkling sapphire and diamond necklace up to the lamp light. A box of chocolates; a gift, or perhaps a bribe from one such young lady of his recent acquaintance, had been ravaged and left with its rosy satin ribbons all askew on the bed.

“All these jewels and no one to wear them—honestly, darling, people are starting to talk." She laid the strand experimentally across her throat, where it did not quite match her coral colored gown. "One heartbreak shouldn’t put you off an entire gender.” Cybelle placed the necklace back in its velvet box and slid the drawer shut. She then popped a chocolate in her mouth with relish.

Max glared at her from where he leaned against the doorjamb. “When I want your opinion...never mind,” he said. “It’ll never happen.” 

She laughed and offered him a chocolate from the half empty box. He declined. “You depend on me and you know it," she told him. "And I’m of the opinion you need someone to talk to other than your horse.”

He folded his arms. "Mammoth is excellent company. He doesn't eat my candy or snoop in my things."

She folded her own arms and made a thunderous face, mimicking his sour expression. "Shall we make him our third at bridge? Perhaps have him fitted for a new suit? Or we could take him with us this evening, go to Fool's Hill and look for sailors to fight with?"

"That only happened once," he reminded her, "and I had rather a lot to drink. Anyway he was a very nice young man. He only stole my wallet." He offered her his arm. "Why not Upper Garden for cocktails and see where the night takes us?"

She took his arm. "Excellent. And while we're on the way you can tell me all about Mistress Gwyneth Plover."

He groaned. "You talked to Tavity." He made a note to himself to murder and then fire the little man.

"He is my barrister as well as yours and despite your best efforts to the contrary is concerned with your well-being." She had a smile and nod for McVeigh who helped her into her evening coat. "He agrees with me, a young mistress is just what this place needs. Anyway," she added, "it might be fun. A country wench to play dress up with. Can she read, do you suppose?"

"As long as she keeps quiet and doesn't upset Mrs. Barton, she can have wings and red eyes for all I care. Her family apparently has money, and this old heap of a house needs a new roof, among other things. This may be a marriage, but she'll hardly be my wife."  

He handed Cybelle up into the carriage, and they rolled off towards Mistra City. A new roof, he thought, closing the curtained window against the cool night air. A roof, or else the place'll fall into the sea. I only wish it would...

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

[image: image]


[image: ]


"GWYNETH? MY dear?" 

Gwneyth's head snapped up—her mind had been wandering. What with the warmth of the drawing room at this giant old castle, and how hungry she was, it was a miracle she'd remained awake at all. Her father had been very clear when informing her of what must happen—Be polite, don't be mouthy, and don't call it a castle, this isn't one of your silly books. It's an estate, or a great house, though Gardenhour has seen better days, to be sure. And put down that bread, his Lordship won't be interested in a gluttonous bride. She knew her family had money, but a title would open doors for her younger brothers that even wealth would never unlock. It was up to her.

"I'm sorry Father, you were saying?" She had no idea what the men had been talking about. Her father looked at her with something like pity, and that man, the Duke Zago or something, wasn't looking at her at all. She couldn't help but take an extra peek at him, after all, she might soon be his wife and she thought she ought to know what she was getting in the bargain. He was tall and well-muscled, with the broad shoulders and narrow hips of a rider. His thick dark hair curled against his collar, and a single lock that must have escaped his comb fell over his left brow. His eyes were so dark that they might as well have been black, and his mouth, though full, looked as though he rarely used it to smile. She thought he needed a shave. He has no one to look after him. He looked up as if hearing her thoughts, and their eyes locked. It was only for the briefest moment, but it made her strangely warm. She felt the flush creeping up from her bosom towards her neck.

"I've seen enough," said the Duke brusquely. "Tavity will be in touch." He pushed away from the table, gathering his coat around him.

"Surely my daughter did nothing to displease my Lord—" her father stammered.

"Look at her," the Duke said with a cruel snicker. "Look at how she gapes. Close your mouth, girl. For all I know she could be simple in her wits. What sort of mistress of Gardenhour would she make if she can't answer a simple question?" 

What question, she thought frantically, What did he ask me?

“You must at least consider our proposal, my Lord.” Her father rose from his chair, she knew his dreams of elevating their family were evaporating in front of him.

“Must? Now a peasant from the hills is telling me what I must do! Be gone and go back to your pigs and chickens and take this slattern with you.” The Duke strode to the window, showing them his broad back. The interview was over. Gwenyth struggled not to cry in front of the awful man. Her father touched her shoulder and they rose from the table.

She took a deep breath. "My Lord, I am no slattern. Since the death of my mother I have maintained our household. I can bake bread, brew my own beer, help birth a calf, I can read and write, I can sew. I beg your forgiveness, I do not know how to dance."

The Duke stared at her, astonished at her outburst. Then he laughed. "We don't have much need of calf-birthing." He turned once again to the window. "Tavity will be in touch," he said again.

As McVeigh showed them to the great front door, he quietly passed her a linen handkerchief. Did he wink at her? Her tears must have blurred her vision. 
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MAX WATCHED THE OPEN cart roll away from Gardenhour. The late sun caught the girl's shining golden hair and turned it to white flame. Well, she wasn't fat, and after that little speech she made, he gathered she wasn't simple, in fact, she was more likely to be a scold. He found himself lingering over the memory of her creamy bosom and white throat, and how he'd made her color rise just by looking at her. She'd made him feel a little bit of a rise as well, although he'd managed to hide it. If he agreed to take her on—if—there'd be none of that. This was purely financial.

He was reminded jarringly of the first time he saw his Elena. It had been in this very house, although the circumstances could have not been more different. This girl—this Gwyneth—kept her eyes on her folded hands and appeared as fragile and tremulous as a caught bird. She said nothing except to whisper to her father, until the very end. 

Elena had snuck into his study to avoid an overly-avid suitor at one of his parties, it had to be nearly ten years ago.  He'd caught her lighting one of his cigars, sitting bold as life on the settee with her high satin heels kicked off and her dainty feet up on the couch. She'd reacted as if he'd broken into her private room and not the other way around, looking him over with those tawny amber eyes. She twisted a silken raven curl around a finger, and she smiled. He had fallen at once and never looked back. 

That was in the past, and would remain there. Better, perhaps, to understand the temperament of one's mount before venturing out on a ride.

"Mistress Gwenyth seems...well suited for a life here at Gardenhour, Sir." McVeigh handed Max a cigar, and he was spared the effort of answering McVeigh’s feeble attempt at encouragement by the ritual of band cutting, trimming and lighting. 

A pile of stones tumbling into the sea and a man who wants to follow them as they fall. What a lovely life she'll have. "Perhaps you're right," he said. "You never know when a calf-birthing might break out." He sighed. "Arrange for Tavity to draw up
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