
  
    
      
    
  


  
    The Gifting


    By Anne Brooke


    


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Prologue: The Beginning


    


    Johan


    It is silent in the elders’ cave. The dark-haired man with the blue eyes waits. Beside him, his sister is dressed only in black. Her fair hair catches the light from the two torches mounted on the wall. She is in mourning, but he knows it is time for her mourning to end.


    “There is no need for us to be here, Johan. Every moment that passes means another Gathandrian dead.”


    His sister Isabella Montfort’s tone is bitter, but he doesn’t question it. Over two moon cycles since the death of her lover, Petran, and still he hears her weeping in the morning. Neither is she the only one, but he cannot admit the full reasons for this now. They have all failed; it is not simply himself. At least, he prays it is not. In any case, this battle has been a bloody one. Even though it has been fought largely in the realm of the mind, already it has claimed too many. And destroyed too much. In the land of Gathandria, they have not been used to war. Even the name stands against them: in the old language, it means the place where peace dwells. There is no peace in the mind’s battles. Only one chance to stop it now, and even then success seems so unlikely. Given the circumstances. Given the man who is supposed to save them.


    Simon Hartstongue of the White Lands. If it wasn’t so serious, Johan almost believes he would laugh, but he swallows down the emotion out of respect for the place they are in, and also because it is he himself who has proposed this solution to Gathandria’s troubles. Even now, he can’t quite believe it. He has been searching for an answer to the wars for some week-cycles now that their mind-skills have failed—damning for him in so many ways, as Chief Advisor to the Sub-Council of Meditation, but it is true. The only answer that has risen in his thoughts has been Simon. With that has come the slow and possibly shameful tingling of excitement. At last, here is something he can do for the land, something he can offer. Something that perhaps will not fail this time, in quite so blood-soaked a fashion. Not that Johan does not love his job—he does. The minds of men and women are indeed the last great adventure. He has always understood that, although emotions sit less easily in his blood. Knowledge and understanding is all—let others deal with those more untidy urges: love, hate, passion. He will keep to what he knows and excels at: mind-skills and teaching his people the same. But recently he has found himself longing for more… More what exactly? More decisive action that will bring these battles to a swift finish? More clarity? More adventure? Yes, more adventure. That is what he finds thrills him most—the call of the unknown. And, yes he admits this too, the chance to leave the city. For Johan, schooled since their parents’ death many year-cycles ago to be cautious and plan for all eventualities and to love Gathandria above all things, this new feeling has come as a surprise. More than anything, he wants to leave and bring Simon back, to save them all. He knows he has the ability and the strength to do that. At least, he thinks he has.


    And it would be almost perfect, were it not for the fact that Johan no longer believes that Simon will have the power to save himself, let alone others; he is simply a scribe, not a soldier. His mind-skills, such as they are, have been abused and he is a coward, too. Naturally, he has voiced none of these doubts to his sister. He wants so much to give her hope.


    Because it might just have worked—if not for Simon’s bad character. Since Johan made the suggestion one cycle of seven ago, based only on the knowledge of the existence of the cousin he has never met, he has been busy. Over the last seven day-times, while the war raged and Isabella wept, Johan has made it his mission to find out all he can about Simon Hartstongue. He has focused his mind one moon journey’s distance away, in the Lammas Lands and he has gleaned as much information as he can from the minds of the people there. What he has discovered has changed his decision about his mission. Hartstongue is not worth the effort of bringing him here. Let him rot in Lammas. It is what he deserves. The only good act Hartstongue has achieved in the last two year-cycles is the teaching of the people he lives amongst. And his treatment of the boy whom he calls his apprentice. It is a mystery to Johan why this boy has no name, but his seven-days’ study of the Lammas people has shown him that they do not treat the poor with decency. And the boy is certainly poor. Apart from that, Hartstongue’s career in Lammas has been one of destruction, deceit and weakness.


    Ah, if Simon had been another man indeed… No matter, soon the First Elder will be here and Johan’s proposal for a solution to this devastating war will be rejected. Perhaps he will even withdraw the offer first. They must find another way.


    The heavy curtain behind them opens and the First Elder appears. Johan steps back to allow him entry. Both he and his sister fall to their knees, heads bowed. An aroma of night-musk and cardamom fills the air. The planning potion. A decision has been made then. Even though this is what Johan has been expecting, the fact of it makes him tremble. What will Gathandria do now?


    The First Elder speaks at last.


    “Get up,” he says, his voice as old and gnarled as the linden-oak in his former garden. “Our people listen best when they are not in a position of humility.”


    Though it goes against all their instincts, the two siblings obey.


    “What you have proposed, Johan Montfort,” the Elder continues, “has been granted. Your journey will be dangerous and our enemy will fight it with all his might. We must trust that the power the two of you have nurtured will protect you and overthrow all the obstacles in your path if you simply have faith. We will follow your progress with the gifts of the mind-circle and, where we can, we will help you. But be warned, the enemy will fight that also. You are commissioned, therefore, to go beyond the Land of the Mountains to the Lammas Lands and bring back our lost child to us. Find the man who calls himself Simon Hartstongue and bring him here. We believe that, together, the three of you may find mind-power enough to defeat the one who strives against us. But the final battle must be fought here, where the enemy began his work.”


    Johan finds he can hardly breathe. He blinks. A thousand protests on the pointlessness of what the elder has agreed to crowd his tongue, but he says none of them. The decision has been made and there is no arguing with it; he and his sister must go through with their plan. How he wishes that he had put his doubts to the elders, withdrawn the offer, before the Council met, but he had not thought it necessary. At the same time, he cannot deny that his own excitement grows at the fact that something is to be done, and it is he who will do it. Away from Gathandria.


    “And what if he does not wish to come?” Isabella asks.


    Her brother draws in a sharp breath at last. From the beginning, she has been his reluctant supporter, though in the end she had to cast her lot in with him. The elders would not countenance her rebellion. Not in the matter of family and, after all, he and the coward Hartstongue are the only family she knows now.


    The elder does not take offence at the interruption. He only smiles. “Then you must persuade him.”


    “Using whatever means are at our disposal?”


    The answer is a nod. It is obvious to Johan that the meeting is over. He and his sister must face the consequences, both for bad and for good.


    Johan speaks, his mind already leaving his doubts behind and sparking a series of steps to take on this new adventure. “My lord, I thank you. We thank you. I wish to go without ceremony, if that is possible. That way, the journey will be easier, as our enemy may not sense it. Do I have your permission for that?”


    “Yes. You have. Go in your own timing, and may all our gods be with you both, my friend. For truly, we need whatever help you can provide.”


    With a sweep of his arm and a sign of blessing, the First Elder is gone. Johan smiles.


    “Come, sister,” he says, not quite meeting her eyes. “If we are to take this journey, then we must start tonight.”


    She snorts and tosses her hair.


    “Whatever you may tell me over and over again about our lost cousin and the good he has within him,” she says, “all I know is what I have gleaned unnoticed from your mind: that he is a coward and a murderer. What hope can there be for us from such a one as he?”


    


    Isabella


    In truth, when the decision is made to journey to the Lammas Lands, Isabella is grateful, though she does not let her brother know it. Sometimes he can be a fool, even when he is wise. He cannot know the powers she has gained from the company she keeps, so her mind is lost to him. Oh, he thinks he knows it but he does not. Not any more. She has learned ways of keeping him away from the privacy of her thoughts. Since Petran was taken to a place of safety, everything has changed. And, in her new understanding, she has made decisions and met people that her brother knows nothing about.


    Two nights ago, Isabella met with Gelahn. The man other Gathandrians call simply “our enemy”. He is not so. Neither is he a mind-executioner; a belief held for generations, through all the year-cycles he was imprisoned in the city. Though once she thought he was, she has been proven wrong. She has been wrong about many things. Gelahn—see how she utters his name without terror now!—is neither a mind-executioner, nor an enemy. He is, in fact, a friend. A mind-healer, if you like. Simply one who seeks out wrongdoing and punishes it. To cleanse the lands around Gathandria—the Place of the Waters, the Desert, the Kingdom of the Air and the Land of the Mountains, as well as those further afield—is a worthy aim.


    It is Gelahn who showed Isabella that none of those they think are dead are in fact dead. Except, of course, those who harbour evil in their hearts and deserved to die. For the rest, such as her Petran, they are simply waiting. Once the battle is won by Gelahn, they will be returned and all will be as it was. Gods and stars, she cannot wait to see her loved one. Every part of her flesh and mind longs for him to be here once more. Even though she knows he is not dead, she misses his touch, the warm smile in his brown eyes when he looked at her, the way he always smelled of cedarwood from the theatre. The theatre was his life. That and Isabella. And it will be so again, she knows it. Their life here—and the life of all Gathandrians—will be better than it was. Gelahn is a bringer of peace. She will do anything she can to support him.


    This is why two nights before the elders’ Council, Isabella left Johan sleeping in their home, crept through the shattered streets of the city they live in, past the broken-down market and the singing grasses, and waited by the entrance to the Old Meeting Room. It is no longer used. The only government they have since the war began is the elders, and they meet only rarely. They believe they are safest if hidden.


    Gelahn always surprises her. Just as he surprised her the first time she dared to meet him, when she was hot from the sorrow of losing Petran and ready to kill. Or be killed. He changed her mind then. Told her the truth and the mission he is on. It took her a while, but she understands it now. She understands it and she is prepared for it.


    Now, Isabella waits for him. She smells the grass as it wilts away for lack of water. There is nobody left to care for it, and the sky no longer rains. Even the stars seem more distant. Nobody walks the streets. Nobody but her. The comfort of the people’s homes give their minds protection from Gelahn’s wise onslaught. Soon however it will be over.


    A whisper at her ear tells her Gelahn has arrived. Always his mind is the most overpowering part of him. When she turns to greet him, he is smiling.


    Gelahn is not what you would expect a so-called mind-executioner to be. He is not tall or physically strong. He does not frown or raise his voice. He is slightly-built and talks little. His eyes hold all the mysteries of the night, and around him shimmers something enticing, something dark. He is also very beautiful. This is a gift he uses, but Isabella does not blame him for it.


    Now, like her, he is dressed in black. Johan thinks she wears black for Petran but she doesn’t. Not any more. Why mourn for the still living? She wears it because she is one of Gelahn’s. He is wearing the pendant he always wears—a small silver circle—and carrying the mind-cane. It, too, is black and silver, and the carvings on the top are similar to the pendant. It is the ancient artefact that focuses his powers. He is never without it. In fact, to their knowledge, it is the only one left since the wars began. Gelahn does not form alliances with others of his ilk. Essentially, he works alone. He commands; he does not collaborate. Though for the purposes of their glorious new world, sometimes he chooses to pretend so.


    As Isabella waits for him to approach her, the cane quivers and sparks in his hand. Her heart beats faster—one touch of the artefact could kill her, but Gelahn smiles and shakes his head. With him, she is safe. Always. With him, she has no further need for pain or suffering. He takes her grief away.


    When he is near enough to where she stands, Isabella breathes in the scent of herbs and fire which surrounds him. And, foolish woman, she opens her mouth to tell him what she has decided, but of course he already knows it. He puts his finger on her lips to quiet her, and the heat from his flesh sears her mouth.


    “You have chosen wisely,” he says. “We have begun.”


    


    Johan


    Brother and sister slip out of the cave a while after the First Elder has gone. Johan glances around to check there is no danger and then pads out through the trees, towards the city. Or what is left of it. They need to pass its outskirts to get to the water, and that is where Johan is heading. Isabella follows him. He doesn’t have to look around to check this; he senses her presence. He has always done so.


    As he walks, instead of worrying about what lies ahead, he thinks about what has already happened. Two year-cycles ago, Gathandria was a beautiful city, ruled by the elders and in harmony with the land around her, which went by the same name. Peace ruled in the tall silver buildings, the wide straight streets. Peace ruled in the eating-houses and parks, in the theatres and markets. Most of all, peace ruled in people’s faces and in their minds. In Johan’s recent memory, both city and countryside were always filled with the scent of orange and lemon trees, and the sound of laughter. Each day when he woke and walked the short journey to the Place of Government, to the Sub-Council of Meditation, he had seen something to lift his heart.


    All that had changed a mere two year-cycles ago. The enemy had escaped from the place of imprisonment, taking the mind-cane with him—how this had happened, Johan has never fully understood and no elder has thus far revealed it—and began to destroy the lands and kingdoms around Gathandria. Each time a man or woman, a village or city, or even a whole land fell to his mind-powers, the destruction fell also on Gathandria. There was no knowing who would be taken and who would be spared. They had tried their best to fight him, for the sake of their neighbours as well as for themselves. But, everything they tried proved to be in vain. Now the streets Johan walks through are muddied and black, the buildings broken or destroyed altogether, and the people’s hearts and minds are so damaged that he no longer knows if they can recover at all, should the mind-fighting ever stop.


    Slowly, over the moon-cycles, it has become apparent that the mind-executioner’s battles are not entirely without reason. He does not fight any in Gathandria directly. That is not his way, in spite of the challenges offered and the attempts made to confront him—he would be destroyed in an instant if he did so. Instead, he fights those around them who are weaker than he, and Gathandria also bleeds.


    Once, only two moons ago, Johan had hoped that with the combined mind-skills of Isabella, Petran and himself, he might have been able to entice the enemy out of hiding for long enough for the elders to overpower him. Or, at the very least, imprison him once more. He had been wrong. Very wrong. The guilt of that failure will always be with him. It is perhaps this, more than anything, that drives him to such drastic measures now.


    He squeezes his eyes shut at the memory for a moment as he turns the corner of Hope Street—or the remains of it—and catches the smell of the sea.


    At the same time, something whistles past him and lands with a thud in the broken wall.


    “What?”


    He opens his eyes and sees a large jagged knife embedded in stone. Blood is oozing from the blade. Something inside him tears apart. Isabella yells out. He grabs her hand and they begin to run just as another knife brushes past his hair. It falls with a clatter to the ground.


    The mind-executioner. It has to be. It’s too much of a coincidence. But how?


    “Come on!” Johan yells and curses Isabella’s clothes that slow her down. She stumbles and another knife sings through the air, coming from nowhere, and cuts his arm. Blood is falling all around them now and tens, no, hundreds of knives are dancing, thrusting, cutting at them. A deadly dance of evil.


    “Come on, Isabella!”


    He grasps her hand more firmly and pulls her towards the boat. She’s sobbing, and he can taste her fear. All the time, he’s dodging and jumping the knives that stab at them. Thank the gods that his sister’s skirts give her some protection, in spite of their heaviness. They must get to the boat. The gift of the water will protect them. Allow him and Isabella to refresh their powers so they can be more fully prepared. Such an attack as this cannot be sustained for long.


    Still the knives continue to dance and glitter. Blood glistens on the ground and their feet begin to slip. With one last, concerted effort, Johan grabs his sister and leaps with her through the mirage of metal and the two of them reach the water. The boat is the nearest one to the jetty; Johan has made sure of that, even in spite of his change of heart about the mission. Another knife flies by Johan’s ear and yet another buries itself in Isabella’s skirts. She screams. Johan pushes her into the boat and lands on top of her, at the same time freeing the knife before it cuts her flesh. With the wild knives still slashing blood from the air behind them, they grip their hands together and launch out onto the deep. The air is still at last. The knives vanish. Only the blood remains.


    The journey starts. All they need now is to keep to his plan.


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter One: Capture


    


    


    Simon


    They came for Simon Hartstongue at night; three men from the village. He was at the fire, damping it down with water to make sure it was out. The boy from the poor house was with him. He’d been teaching him letters for a while, along with the rest of the villagers who still wanted his skills as scribe. Not many of them now, of course. Simon continued the boy’s tutelage, as he was sick of the banter and the blows the women gave the child, who never complained, no matter what they did. He thought he might give the boy something, an apprenticeship of sorts, a skill his tormentors didn’t have. It was the only gift he had to offer. Which, for a man of thirty-two winters, was humiliating to have to admit. And still it wasn’t enough.


    All that day, something had been in the wind. Simon should have sensed it, but he hadn’t. Or at least had paid it no attention. He’d been too busy worrying about what Ralph Tregannon, the Lammas Lands’ Overlord, would ask him to do next. He’d also been preparing parchment and quills for the morning lessons. Not only that, but he was starting to consider whether it was time to move on, search for another place of refuge for one such as him. If he could find the strength and integrity for it, which he doubted. He could no longer sleep easily at night. All these thoughts had occupied him during the previous hours and, without knowing it, he was to pay for his lack of attention now.


    The knocking at the door alerted him to their visit first. If he’d been keeping his mind-skills as sharp as he should have been, they would never have succeeded. But nearly two year-cycles of Ralph’s protection had dulled Simon’s edges, making him weak. Once again, he had no one to blame but himself.


    The harsh noise made the boy jump.


    “Hush,” Simon whispered, stilling him with one hand on his shoulder. “Go into the food store. There’s an alcove at the back. Hide there, behind the curtain.”


    Wide black eyes stared up at Simon, and he could see sweat on the boy. His fear seeped through Simon’s senses like a rock snake.


    “Do it,” he said, this time more urgently, as the rapping came once more.


    The boy gave him one more wide-eyed look and was gone.


    “Wait a moment!” Simon called so that whoever was outside could hear him as his fingers hurried to hide parchments, quill pens, books in the drawers from where they had come. “I’m not prepared for visitors, but I’m on my way.”


    “You don’t have a moment, Master Simon,” a voice growled with menace. The North Country accent told him it was Thomas, the blacksmith.


    Anything else Thomas might have said then was overpowered by the sound of the door being rammed with something solid. The frame shook and the thin strips of woods splintered and cracked.


    “Wait!” Simon called again, trying to still the sudden shake of his hands. “I’m coming. Just be patient, won’t you?”


    Fumbling with the mechanism, he caught a glimpse of his narrow features in the polished plate, drying on the shelf: slight, willowy, his brown hair combed back, brown eyes wide. Some thought him attractive, though he could never fathom why. He kept up a stream of meaningless words, trying to connect with them in his mind in order to search out their intent. It was no use; his own fear was too strong for him and when, at last, he had no option but to open the door, the only advantage he had was the evidence of his eyes alone.


    He knew then that they wanted to kill him. This wasn’t at all what he’d signed up for with Ralph. It wasn’t how he’d hoped things would turn out.


    Three men entered Simon’s room. Thomas reached out to grab him. Surprising himself and them, Simon feinted downwards and to the left. The man behind Thomas, whom he didn’t recognise, side-stepped the blacksmith and raised his staff. It landed with a glancing blow on Simon’s shoulder and he staggered, almost falling to his knees.


    When he looked up, he could see the third man clutching a rope in one hand, a knife in the other. A glimpse of deep blue eyes and obstinacy. Simon didn’t know him either. Both strangers looked like hired hands, and he wondered how much Thomas had had to pay them, and where he’d gotten the money.


    The last man raised his knife. The blade of it glinted in the candlelight. Simon leapt towards him, snarling, and for a moment a shocked expression crossed the knifeman’s face. Then for a flash out of time, and in a way he hadn’t anticipated, he was falling through the man’s mind, senses caught on the jagged rocks of thoughts. An impression of blackness. Water. An island. And then…


    Simon spat at him. A stream of saliva hit him in the eye and he cried out. Simon dodged under his rope arm, reaching the splintered wide-open door. As he took the first step to freedom, a remnant of the man’s thoughts slammed him back against broken wood and nails: the boy; no escape; somebody else’s death. Again.


    Already it was too late. A sharp picture of the second man, the staff and then… pain. Darkness.


    Nothing.


    


    * * * *


    


    It was the sound of scuttling that woke him. Simon’s head and shoulders felt sore, and he couldn’t seem to open his eyes properly. This was not a good thing for someone whose one legitimate talent was writing. Then the stench hit him: musty straw, mud, rotting flesh and piss. And the iron tang of blood. He retched and spat, his mouth filled with foulness. And fear. He tried to edge away from his own mess. The scuttling began again. When Simon finally opened his eyes he could make out the faint outline of rats in the gloom. He hoped they’d keep their distance.


    As his eyes adjusted and the ache in his head lessened, the scribe tried to decipher what he could from his surroundings. Bare stone walls, damp and fetid. A bundle of straw at one corner, some of it turned to darker mounds. Beneath him the stone slabs were cold, unyielding in spite of a further thin scattering of straw. His bones ached. There was only one door and no window. From under the door, no light came creeping, so he had no chance of discovering the time of day, or even which day it was.


    He was still alive though. The killers hadn’t finished the job. A fact for which he muttered a few quiet prayers of thanks to the gods he no longer believed in. Always good to keep the options open. But, what of the boy? He hoped to the gods that he was safe. It wasn’t fair for the young to suffer for the politics of their elders.


    Turning over, slowly, Simon used the rough wall to pull himself up to a seated position. His head hammered an objection and when he reached up to feel what was wrong, his fingers touched something warm and wet. Blood. From what he could tell in the gloom, it felt as if it had congealed, but the recent movement had made the wound break open again. He wiped the fresh blood away and then pressed the wound to stop the flow.


    Where was he? Before he did anything at all, he needed to find out that.


    Forcing himself to ignore the scurrying of the rats, he closed his eyes, slowed his breathing, and tried to gather himself in until he was there once again, in the place of connection and calm. The place from which all things flowed. The centre of his mind.


    It took a while, but at last Simon arrived at the inner refuge. Warmth, peace, a sparkle of blue. Only an echo of the skills he’d once possessed. He let his thoughts ease outward, touching the walls around him, drifting through stone and mud, out into cool air. A narrow corridor, unfamiliar, and from there outward, and outward again, in all directions, through other places. Soldiers’ rooms. A kitchen. A privy. Then more rooms, this time becoming recognisable. He saw in his mind a shape, a man moving, his back towards him. There was something familiar about him that Simon couldn’t reach into, there was… Swallowing hard, he bore down on his presence until he could almost have touched the man, if he’d been there in truth.


    His face was still turned away, and Simon drew back from the other directions his mind was taking—slowly, so slowly, as he no longer had the strength to go far without loss of self—and concentrated on him. Concentrated… Couldn’t seem to…


    Suddenly, as if Simon had spoken aloud, the man flinched and swung round. A glimpse of hooded grey eyes, aristocratic features, thick black hair, and Simon gasped out loud, still in his small, solitary prison. His mind stumbled away, racing for safety, his heart pounding, his throat dry. A moment of disintegration, uncertainty and then…


    Simon’s eyes flew open, He was whole again. Here in his body, his skin slick with sweat. He was gasping for air. Unable to stop the trembling. Because he knew without doubt who the man was, and the knowledge brought him no peace. Even he could find no humour in it.


    His Overlord and protector. Ralph Tregannon.


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter Two: The Mind-Executioner


    


    


    Johan


    “Damn it to hell.” Johan strides the three paces across to the other side of the cave and back again. He continues doing so while talking. “We should have been able to get Hartstongue out of there. We should have started our journey back by now. Be halfway to the Land of the Mountains even. But we failed. Why did we fail?”


    Isabella doesn’t answer, her head is bent over the herbs she’s brewing. Lavender and nettle flower. The smell of them fills his nostrils. He’s not paying her much attention, his mind hammering away at the problem of his imprisoned cousin. They need to be gone. Already he and his sister have been hiding at the edge of Tregannon’s village in the Lammas Lands for a seven day-cycle. They’ve made their temporary home in the cave by the woods and cast a mind-net around the area so nobody has been able to find them.


    The plan had been to allow the blacksmith to think he was capturing Simon for Tregannon, who had obviously turned against him. It had been easy enough to dull the minds of the Lammas people so they had not questioned Johan’s presence there. They had taken him for one of the Overlord’s mercenary soldiers. How Johan hates these rural communities. They are hotbeds of intrigue and deep-felt resentments. He almost feels sorry for Simon, whom he has spent seven day-cycles watching carry out his teaching duties and write a series of letters for his overlord. It was obvious that the scribe had no idea how the winds were beginning to turn against him. The man is a fool, amongst his other sins. Can he not read the signs of the times? Are his mind-powers so weak? And, if so, what good can he do them in this long-drawn out battle?


    Johan’s wave of pity for his cousin had not lasted long. On the fourth day of watching, he and Isabella were forced to stand by while Hartstongue betrayed the nephew of one of the villagers to his death. Tregannon’s soldiers had arrested the young rebel for stealing and encouraging dissent but, to Johan’s mind, it was nothing more than wild spirits. Certainly not worthy of the death sentence. That evening, Hartstongue had been called to Tregannon’s castle. The next day, the young man had been taken to the Place of Hanging and killed. It had sickened Johan to watch, and Isabella had turned away, hiding herself in the cave until the murder was done. Johan, however, had stayed until the terrible end. Hartstongue had cut a lonely, pale figure, standing in the shadows of Tregannon as the hangman performed the act, staring only at the ground. So he should; the man was a murderer and a liar. Worse than that, he seemed to make light of his murderous acts, using a strange dark humour to interpret them to himself when alone, which Johan couldn’t even begin to understand. It was not an honourable response to such an act. In any case, Tregannon was only using Hartstongue to add a veneer of legality to the cullings of those he counted as standing against him. The enemy had indeed so muddled the hearts and minds of these people that they could no longer tell right from wrong, nor friend from foe. Tregannon should protect his own; he should not be destroying them. But Hartstongue’s crime is greater. His mind-skills should have told him that no wrongdoing had been committed. Instead, he was bowing to Tregannon’s will, without so much as a whisper of dissent.


    Even now, Johan’s lip curls at what he discovered about his cousin. The reasons for Simon’s weakness give a bitter taste to his tongue. Still, he cannot allow him to die; the elders have commissioned him, and he is honour-bound to obey. But here in the Lammas Lands, imprisonment recently has come to mean only one thing. Death is surely what Hartstongue faces now.


    “Sit,” Isabella says at last, gathering up her herbs and storing them for safety in the pouch she always carries. “You cannot afford to waste your energy.”


    “No.” Johan can only agree, though his memories of recent days have stirred his blood, and stillness does not come easily. Not as it used to back in Gathandria.


    When he is seated opposite her, Isabella reaches for his hand. “Come, brother, let us meditate together. Then we will be strong and prepared for whatever comes next.”


    He nods. His sister is always the calming voice of wisdom. How glad he is that this journey has given her a purpose beyond missing Petran. For that reason alone, he knows the mission is right. He closes his eyes, and feels the mind of his sister intertwine with his.


    When the meditation is only three-quarters through, he knows what he has to do next.


    


    Isabella


    Hartstongue is more important to Gelahn than her brother understands. Perhaps more important than she understands. Important enough to want to kill him. As Johan meditates, Isabella sets her mind into its familiar place so that her brother will realise nothing.


    Then she drifts away, over the rocks that lead down from this cave, through the woods and back to the village. It is night-time; the people are sleeping. The scribe’s house—a favour-gift from his former protector—should be empty but she sees it is not. One small boy crouches under the writing table, clutching something in his hands. He is crying and rocking himself. Over and over again. Men are so weak. Even young, they are not as strong as women. She wonders what the boy might be holding, but she does not stop to look. Her purpose lies elsewhere.


    Her mind travels through the village, past the well, then up the slight incline and to the Lammas Lands’ castle. It’s a magnificent building even in moonlight. Tregannon is a lucky man. But she is concerned with neither the castle, nor its owner, now.


    Once again, her meeting is with Gelahn. She laughs inside at the knowledge that her brother does not yet know that the true mind-healer is already here. No matter—he will find out soon enough. And when what must be done is done, their meaningless journey will be over. Gelahn will have won.


    


    Simon


    He was at Ralph’s castle, as his prisoner. Ralph’s prisoner. No longer his protected servant or favoured companion.


    What had happened since their last parting to change his mind? And when would the Overlord kill him?


    Simon’s mind hammered with questions, and containing them made his skin itch. He shook his head, tried to ignore the stench around him, and thought back over the recent past that had brought him here.


    He had spent the last two year-cycles serving the owner of the Lammas Lands, a country of rich woods and verdant farmland, situated between the northern mountains and the mud plains of the south, bounded eastward and westward only by the sea. Or so they had always been told, but of course nobody travelled far these days. Not even Simon. He had seen the mountains from afar but had never journeyed there, nor to the distant sea. Not that he was a native here—no, his home was the White Lands, a moon-long journey to the south, beyond the mud plains. A land very different from Lammas, it was—in his distant memory—a land of white soil and tall cattle. He had been born in the village of Hartstongue, where the great deer and wild bear roamed, but he never visited now. It would be dangerous. He would no longer be welcome there. Each day, Simon thanked the gods and stars that the connections between individual lands had grown so weak, and no one came searching for him.


    Here, in the Lammas Lands, he’d found a kind of safety. Ralph Tregannon, its Lord, was seen by the regional landowners beneath him, and those who lived in their jurisdiction, as an enlightened man, and also a maverick, someone who did not balk at secret dealings, even with mind-dwellers such as Simon. When it suited him.


    And using Simon’s skills did suit him; in these rebellious times, it gave Ralph an advantage others couldn’t hope to gain. It gave him the additional power he needed to rule more effectively over the Lammas regions. Or rather, it had until now.


    Simon had first met him two autumns past, when the leaves began to turn golden, the sun’s rays grew weak, and the young field-herons finished growing, ready for the arduous journey south. It had been a day of bitter wind and harsher memory; he’d been forced further north than he’d ever been, travelling nearer the distant mountains, feeling a frisson of dread at their dark shapes.


    Passing through one of the Lammas villages at evening, a young woman, her fingers stained with dirt and red pigment from the dyeing mill, had taken pity on the scribe and given him food, water, and shelter for the night. She’d turned away when Simon had tried to thank her, not even asking for anything in return. Perhaps he should have been made wary by that, but he was too faint with hunger and thirst to pay attention.


    Three days later, Ralph’s men were waiting for Simon in the morning by the well before his mind had grown fully awake. The woman must have added something to the meat she’d been giving him. The scribe expected to die then, but what came afterwards had changed everything. Ralph Tregannon’s offer had given him life in exchange for power. Simon’s power.


    Now, however, that power was weaker because of the poor use he’d made of it, and his mind flitted away from the track it had been following. It was best to tackle one problem at a time; he’d learned long ago not to take on the troubles of the world. There were far too many even for a scribe like himself to note down. He had to keep in the present. For whatever reason, Ralph had seen fit to lock him up in this room of rats and filth.


    Thinking of the filth brought another urgent need to mind. Still weak, Simon crawled over to the pile of stinking straw and made what use of it he could, in the same way that countless other prisoners here had done. As he looked around the bleak walls, he could see faint scratch marks in the stone. Names and the numbers of day-cycles dwelt in darkness. The marks of men he had helped to send here. They would be pleased that the scribe was now following in their footsteps. No doubt it was what he deserved. The irony of it almost made him laugh.


    After relieving himself and covering up the mess with cleaner straw—what little he could find—Simon returned to the farthest corner and tried to sleep. He suspected he’d need his strength for whatever Ralph had planned. Was there no end to the man’s complexities?


    His dreams were of journeys. No humour in them either. Instead they were cold and filled with nameless fear. A sense of something threatening behind him, and a dark path in front. Feet unable to move, and lips unable to cry out. The sky full of branches, looming closer, suffocating him. Unable to catch his breath, unable to… A sudden switch to a river, foaming, dancing, white flecks sparking from the current. For a moment, Simon was on the bank, hands stretching towards something he couldn’t see, feet trapped in mud. A figure? Then the rush and roar of the water around him, trying to scream but again there was no sound. The shock of it pulling him under, pulling him…


    Rough hands at his shoulders, shaking him awake, dragging him to his feet. The river dropped away, the tingle of it resonating through his head.


    “Get up. Now.”


    Simon stumbled upright, somehow managing not to fall. In front of him stood two soldiers, dressed in the Tregannon heraldry. A gold star bisected by a black sword. The taller of the two wore a silver badge of office on his left shoulder. His thin beard did nothing to hide the pockmarks across his cheek. It was his comrade—a stocky, clean-shaven boy—who was prodding Simon with his spear.


    “Get up, you bastard devil.”


    The insult made Simon flinch. Something terrible must have happened for a Tregannon man to call him that within the shadow of his ruler, under whose protection he had lived for so long. What could it be? And why hadn’t he sensed the possibility before now?


    “All right, I’m up. What do you want?” Simon asked, as boldly as he dared. “What does the Lammas Master want with me?”


    If he’d thought using Ralph’s most honoured title might have gained him something close to respect, he was wrong. The younger man lashed out and the spear struck Simon in the ribs. He doubled up, grunting.


    “Don’t speak again, mind-dweller, if you want to stay alive,” the officer said, his lips drawn up into a sneer. “That is, if you want to stay alive for the time being. And don’t try to meddle in our heads. Understand?”


    Steadying his breath and clutching at the pain in his side, Simon nodded. He had absolutely no intention of meddling in anyone’s head, but thought it best not to argue the case. Then, half-stumbling, he followed the officer out of the dirt and smell of the prison into the narrow corridor. The younger soldier followed behind, presumably to prevent any attempts to escape.


    Taking great gulps of air, Simon found himself being led through a long dormitory, which smelled of sweat and leather. Small groups of soldiers were throwing dice and laughing, or laying out swords for the blacksmith to sharpen. The thought of Thomas made the twist in his gut tighten. He’d once counted the blacksmith as an ally. He’d been wrong.


    Beyond this, there were more corridors, then an open gravel courtyard with a square fountain in the middle. The flash of sunlight as they walked through made Simon’s eyes water and he slowed enough that the man following behind struck him in the small of his back with the broadside of the shortsword.


    “Hurry up, you bastard,” he muttered. “We don’t have time for dawdling.”


    The sound of his subordinate’s voice must have reached the officer’s ears as the next moment Simon walked into him when the officer stopped and turned. The soldier stepped away at once.


    “Keep away from me,” he hissed. “I warned you, didn’t I? Don’t make trouble.”


    Before Simon could guess what he might be planning, the soldier slapped his face with the back of his hand. The iron insignia on the glove made Simon’s teeth crack, and he tasted blood. But he made no move to retaliate and, after a second, the darkness that crossed the officer’s face eased a little.


    “Don’t make trouble,” he said again, without threat this time. “Keep moving.”


    Simon didn’t think he’d even had the choice. They were the ones with the weapons, weren’t they? Naturally he was going to obey them. They continued their journey. A story’s beginning later—not a long time, but long enough to notice a change—and Simon began to recognise his surroundings, as the edges of Ralph’s fortified home slowly slotted into place. The dining hall, the entertainment rooms with their bright tapestries, the locked library with its chained books; the western part of the castle. When he swallowed, he feared the guards might hear it.


    At last, the three men stood outside the private inner rooms. A place Simon had been many times. He was panting hard, as if he’d been running. His mind felt empty and small.


    Without glancing back, the officer knocked on the door. A muffled voice. Unfamiliar. Then the door swung open and Simon was pushed inside.


    A flash of gold and black. Grey eyes. And, in his imagination, a finger easing down his neck.


    Simon shook his head to try to dislodge the thought, which slithered away into the shadowy recesses of his mind. Blinking, he could see there was now no time for memory. Or desire.


    Ralph Tregannon was seated at his desk. Behind him, the sunlight from the window played on his hair. His face was still, as if he’d been meditating for a while and hadn’t yet brought himself back to the reality around him. Something he’d learned from Simon. He was dressed in the gold robes Simon had seen him in earlier, and he wondered if Ralph had guessed he’d tried to reach him. And in what way he might use that knowledge.


    He was not alone.


    At each side of the desk stood a Lammas Guard in full military clothing, their faces obscured by the requisite black helmets with the gold star. Ralph’s personal protectors. Simon hated the fact he could never see their eyes.


    A shift in the air indicated the officer and his man were bowing.


    Ralph nodded. “You may go.”


    His voice was husky, like a wood-leopard at dusk. Simon heard the sound of the door closing and knew that now he was on his own.


    “Simon.”


    “Yes, sir?” His head jerked up. Ralph’s expression was unreadable.


    “Do you know why you’re here?”


    He gave no answer. Mainly because he didn’t have one. Up until now, Ralph had always treated him with something like respect. He’d had to do terrible things in order to keep Ralph’s good opinion, and to save his own life of course, but the Overlord had never treated him differently because of it.


    “Answer me, Simon.” Rising to his feet in one elegant movement, Ralph came and stood in front of him. The nearness of the Lammas Master made Simon’s skin grow hot. A faint scent of rosemary and cedarwood wafted from his body. He must have been in battle training.


    “I’m sorry, sir. I don’t know. If I’ve failed you in some way, I beg your forgiveness. Let me know my fault, and I’ll correct it in the best way I know how. I promise you that.”


    When Simon finished, his hands shook and his mouth felt dry. He wished he’d sounded less like a poor beggar, but it couldn’t be helped. Without thinking, he reached out with his mind and brushed against Ralph’s, trying to find out whatever was wrong and offer comfort. The Overlord was so close that it was easy. For a moment, the fact of him was as familiar and as longed for as Simon’s own heart, and then a sharp slap to his face severed the link.


    “Ralph?”


    When Simon looked at him, skin stinging, Ralph’s expression was as stone in winter.


    “When you address me, you call me Lord Tregannon,” he said. “Remember your status. And mine.”


    “Yes, Lord Tregannon, of course.”


    Stepping forward, he gripped Simon’s shoulder so hard that Simon could feel the fingers pressing to the bone and almost cried out. For a moment Lord Tregannon stared at the scribe and then pushed him so he staggered. When he recovered, Ralph was standing with his back to him, leaning on the table. Simon held his breath, wondering what he would do next.


    “Whatever happens now,” Ralph said, “it is your own responsibility. Not mine. You are not, and have never been, my friend. Do you understand?”


    Simon couldn’t understand what this meant, or what he should do, or say. He’d benefited from Ralph’s protection, gained his respect and shared his bed. Friendship had never been offered.


    A heartbeat. Then another. And the beginnings of something stirring from the corner of the room where the tapestries met. Despite the murmur of warning drifting through his mind, Simon glanced towards the source of movement. A brief glimpse of the deer in the hunt on the south wall tapestry, its yellow eyes staring at the dogs, and then…


    Something—or someone—appeared in front of the tapestry. At the same time, a shaft of crimson pain shattered inside his head.


    It rolled over and through him and kept on going. Simon fell to his knees, screaming. He couldn’t think of anything but the pain and how it was drowning him; he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, couldn’t feel. From rushing like water, the crimson in his mind turned to fire, as it raced through his body. He was burning now—though, from somewhere he didn’t recognise, he understood this couldn’t be true. Something was killing him and he had no way of stopping it.


    “Please,” he screamed, whether aloud or only in his thoughts he didn’t know, “please stop, I beg you, I…”


    And then somehow the fire was receding, the wave of pain lessening its grip, and Simon began to come to himself. The flames died down.


    He couldn’t tell how long he lay, gasping, shaking and crying, on Ralph’s stone floor, his fingers clenching and unclenching against his skin, his mouth filled with the taste of bile. He could hear voices over and around him. He couldn’t understand what they were saying.


    When at last he opened his eyes, the ceiling swayed into view and then the shapes closer to him: Ralph’s imperious figure wrapped in gold; and a stranger. The one Simon had glimpsed just before the mind-fire started.


    He saw a man dressed in a black over-tunic patterned at the edge with white circles. He was standing to Simon’s right, leaning over and smiling. At his neck he wore a circle of silver and in his hand he carried a long cane. Ebony, with a carved silver head, shining and deadly. As Simon’s gaze took in the cane, it bucked in the stranger’s hand, but the man stilled it at once with a frown.


    This artefact was not something Simon had seen for a long time, but he knew quite well what it meant. A mind-executioner.


    He’d never met one before. Ralph hated them, and all they stood for. Or that was what he had always told Simon. This understanding was why Simon had come to the Lammas Lands, this was why he’d thought he’d found safety. It looked very much as if that was about to change.


    He couldn’t help it. He groaned.


    “He wakes,” the stranger said, addressing Ralph. “See, I have done as you begged me. No more and no less.”


    Once again Ralph turned away.


    “Get up,” he said.


    Trembling, and not quite able to control his limbs, Simon staggered to his feet and swayed in the warm stale air.


    Ignoring the deepest threat in the room and trying not to think of what that threat might do to him now it had found an inroad into his soul, Simon locked his gaze on Ralph’s long back.


    “Why have you brought me here, sir?” he whispered. “When this man does not even need to see me to do whatever he wishes.”


    “Why?” Ralph said, turning swiftly and with one dark eyebrow raised. “You, of all men, should know the answer to that. Because today, Simon Hartstongue, you are on trial. For your life.”


    
      

    

  


  
    

    First Gathandrian Interlude


    


    


    Annyeke


    The small but buxom red-haired woman ran through the park, keeping always to the shadows of the trees for safety’s sake. Not that they provided much safety these days—there weren’t that many trees left—but she would be wiser to take the precaution anyway. Her long hair streamed behind her in the wind from the south and she could hear the harsh panting of her own breath. Despite her determination not to give in—never to give in—she was crying. Damn it.


    Annyeke Hallsfoot had not expected this summons. Or at least not so soon. To her mind, it was typical of the way the menfolk governed this city-state. If she were part of the Gathandrian Council of Elders, things would not have come to this. Or at the very least if a woman had been in charge, they would have made sure that all guests invited to the Upper Council today had been informed of it before they actually needed to set out.


    Not that it was all their fault though. Last night’s attack had been more vicious than usual. Knives from the air cutting into all their minds and leaving gashes of memory or emotion gone. Because of it, a friend and neighbour had died, leaving her young son, Talus, alone in misery. She had heard him crying. Only seven summers old; she couldn’t let him cry alone. So she’d wrapped her cloak around her, taken a deep breath and run from her house through the onslaught of knives until she’d reached him. There the two of them had lain trembling together until the sun brought a glimmer of safety to the dust around them. Now she was in her night-attire hurrying along to a meeting she was ill prepared for, and Talus was in her home, protected by the full mind-net she’d spun about the both of them this morning. It would do until she got back.


    She hoped that at least Johan and Isabella had managed to begin their journey without injury. Was it because of them that the attack had come? Did the enemy guess what they were doing in spite of all the mental precautions put in place? These days it was hard to say. If Johan hadn’t survived though, she would have known it for sure. Oh yes. She would have felt his loss in her heart. Under those circumstances, she would have faced the enemy herself, no matter what the cost, and made sure he knew what she thought about it. No matter his powers, he would never have survived confronting her. She counted herself a force to be reckoned with. In her case, size most certainly didn’t matter.


    She wiggled her way through the park gate, around a row of shops now long since out-of-business and past the theatre. Poor Isabella. A terrible thing about Petran. Even more terrible that, with the way things were, there had been little time for providing comfort. Gathandrians were too busy looking for the next attack, trying to fight against it. Trying to prevent the enemy from destroying everything they loved so much. Not to mention the lives and countries of those outside their state. In this two year-cycle war, everyone suffered.


    Three turnings later and Annyeke stood outside the old Place of Meeting. She paused for a moment to catch her breath and try to tame her hair. The building was partially destroyed now but had once been the pride of Council Street: tall and elegant, made of reinforced glass with only a hint of silver. The courtyard had been a mirage of fountains and mind-streams, which had moved to allow Council members or their honoured guests to pass. Once all the Councils and Sub-Councils had met there. These days they did so rarely. Annyeke had been surprised when the venue had been conveyed to her. She hoped the elders knew what they were doing.


    Ten breaths later and she was outside the Central Chamber door. Or what was left of it. She could see the shapes of the Gathandrian elders huddled together over the Table of Meeting, its carved legs scratched and gouged where once, or so Johan had told her, they had gleamed so brightly it was almost impossible to look on them.


    Quickly, she sent a prayer up to the gods and stars for him. And his sister. And for them all.


    As she was wondering how best to make her presence known, the First Elder rose and nodded in her direction. He made no comment on her dishevelled appearance, her night-attire or her lateness, three kindnesses for which she was grateful.


    “Welcome, Annyeke Hallsfoot,” he said. “It is good to see you and thank you for coming at such short notice. Do you understand why you are here?”


    A formality of course. Annyeke knew perfectly well that all the remaining elders of the Upper Council—only five left living now, instead of the traditional ten, because of this damn war—had already connected with her mind and understood all that she did. And probably all that she was and felt too. Well, good for them—they’d have plenty to think about. But Annyeke was no fool; she knew well when traditions must be respected and when they must be jumped. Now was not a time for jumping.


    “Yes, First Elder,” she replied, and bowed to the necessary distance and no more. With her next words, she didn’t even stumble over Johan’s name and was proud of that fact. “I am here representing Johan Montfort’s voice and mind in my role as Deputy Chief Advisor to the Sub-Council of Meditation. I will endeavour to stand in his place and speak with his wisdom.”


    “Good,” said the elder. “Because things are not going as we had hoped.”


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter Three: The Trial


    


    


    Simon


    Ralph and the mind-executioner were both judge and jury. That much was clear. The guardsmen didn’t count. In whatever game Ralph was playing, however, neither did Simon.


    He tried to stand straighter, waiting for whatever was to come, but all the time his legs and arms continued to shake, and his mind tumbled. While he waited, Ralph took a flagon of wine from the side-table and poured a goblet. He offered it to the mind-executioner, but he shook his head, saying nothing. Ralph shrugged and took a gulp. The red liquid stained his lips and tongue, and Simon swallowed again, the roar in his thoughts more insistent.


    Finally, Ralph removed his cloak and laid it carefully over the back of the nearest chair. He turned to the stranger.


    “So, Lord Gelahn,” he said. “What do you wish to do now?”


    Simon didn’t hear the answer. It was impossible to concentrate. Gelahn. Ralph had called this man Lord Gelahn. Fixing his glance on the flagstone a little in front of him, he focused on the scratches across it and tried to order his thoughts. Such as they were. Lord Gelahn. Duncan Gelahn. The most powerful of the mind-executioners and also the most vengeful. His reputation for cunning and smoking out any mind-dwellers wherever he thought they might exist had been second to none. Not only finding them, but torturing and killing them too. Slowly, so that others could see. Slowly, so that pain and the agonising approach of death could be truly felt, and understood, by those who suffered it. Making an example, he was reported to have said once, of those who dared to meddle with things which should remain sacred was the highest duty of the people.


    The first rule of the land.


    But, it was long ago when this had first been said. Gelahn? The name was a legend. He had lived many generations past, in the time when the route through the northern mountains was known, when all the rural lands had traded freely with the people who lived beyond. Wool and leather, wine and honey. Parchment and tools for writing also, when such things had been common to the people here. So many year-cycles ago. How could such a man be living now? No, Simon thought, he mustn’t be a fool. It must be some other, who had taken Gelahn’s name to bring terror to those he felt most deserved it. It must be…


    Why do you doubt me? Do you not think I can live the years I wish to?


    The voice entered Simon’s mind like a knife and cut through all his defences. He flinched away, but it was impossible to escape the blood-red grip of the words.


    Do you doubt? Do you?


    “No,” Simon said aloud, making Ralph drop the goblet back onto the table. The few drops of wine left in it spilled out like a gash. “No, I do not.”


    Even as the words were coming out of his mouth, Simon knew it was not he, but the mind-executioner. The extent of Gelahn’s power, gained so quickly, made him shiver.


    “You are Gelahn,” Simon said, the voice his own but the sentiments still only the mind-executioner’s. “You are Gelahn, Lord of those who obey in peace and destroyer of all who are evil.”


    Ralph cursed, using his mother’s language, and then said, “Best to leave him, Gelahn. It is not the time for this.”


    Without waiting to see if the mind-executioner consented to obey, Ralph gestured at the nearest guard, who ran to clear the mess left on the table and set the goblet upright again. As Ralph poured more wine, Simon could feel the hooks grounded into his thoughts slip their moorings and drift away. From the small corner in which it had been attempting, vainly, to hide, his mind crawled out and stretched itself to feel its home again.


    Gelahn laughed; another sound which made Simon shiver but at least this time it was in the room and not inside him.


    “Indeed, Tregannon, you are right,” he said, his hand caressing his cane as if it was alive. “It is not the time for game playing. Not yet, in any case. After the trial for this man’s life; there will be time enough then.”


    Ralph didn’t reply. He strode to the door, flinging it open as if it were made of silk rather than rough wood, and yelled out into the corridor.


    “Bring me more wine. Now!”


    Another flurry of movement outside, the sound of running and, moments later, a servant entered, dressed in yellow and black, with a small towel looped around her waist and a flagon of wine under her arm. She was trembling and her face was red. With a quick glance at her master and then at the scribe, she placed the flagon on the table, bowed and fled from the room.


    Ralph’s servants were not usually so terrified by him, but he made no comment at this behaviour. Instead he poured another goblet and drank it down.


    “All right,” he muttered, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand and reaching for his cloak. “We should get this over with. I want it finished before the midday meal. I have visitors then.”


    “Indeed,” the man calling himself Gelahn replied.


    Ralph gestured at his personal guards, who grabbed hold of Simon’s arms and levered him to the corner where the mind-executioner had first appeared. Behind the tapestry was a smaller anteroom where Ralph conducted trials and, sometimes, prepared papers. Today, as they entered, the room was bare save for a small wooden table with two elegantly carved chairs behind it. Simon could see a silver circle at the top, along with other carvings he couldn’t recognise. A new addition then. And not the only one. On the table lay two stones, one white and one red.


    As the guards continued to imprison Simon in their grip, Ralph and Gelahn swept through the opening behind him, their cloaks brushing softly over the reed covering on the floor. Into the enclosed space they brought with them the faint smell of oil and mintgrass, and Simon realised the mind-executioner must have taken time to cleanse his mind for battle earlier. Something to prepare him for the day. How he wished he’d had the same opportunity.


    They took their seats behind the table and Ralph waved the guards away.


    “Stay outside,” he ordered. “Let no one through until I call for you again.”


    The tapestry fell back and the three of them were alone.


    Easing his shoulders in order to loosen muscles, Simon rubbed his arms where the soldiers had gripped them and waited.


    The accusation didn’t take long to arrive. What surprised him was that the first man to speak was not Ralph, as would have been fitting, but Gelahn. The intruder.


    “Simon Hartstongue,” he began, “you are accused of meddling in the black arts of mind manipulation for illicit and criminal gain. You have been suspected before of having such skills, and of using them for your own benefit. But, for at least the last year-cycle you have manipulated the mind of Lord Tregannon in order to force him to hunt down innocent men and women and wrongfully accuse them. This resulted in the death of many who should have been allowed to live, as their crimes were mere wind and water.”


    With these words, Gelahn made a dismissive gesture with his hand and continued to speak.


    “Mere wind and water,” he repeated. “Whereas your crimes, my friend, are genuinely serious. Mind-dwelling is an offence itself punishable by death, as our laws for many years have stated and as you yourself must be aware. And the despicable acts you have added to your crime have surely multiplied your punishment many, many times.”


    He paused and in the silence Ralph made a small noise, half groan, half whisper. Gelahn looked across at him and his lips edged upwards into a thin, hard smile.


    “You wish to say something, Tregannon?”


    Ralph shook his head and gazed downwards at the stones on the table, saying nothing.


    Gelahn’s smile widened a little. “However, you will appreciate that this trial is not one-sided, no matter how compelling the evidence. So, Master Simon, do you have anything to say to this?”


    “I am not guilty,” Simon said, his heart beating so loudly he was sure the two men could hear it, “of any of it. Lord Tregannon will tell you. He will explain.”


    When he looked at Ralph, however, the Overlord’s face was expressionless, his grey eyes dark and unseeing. He made no effort to return the scribe’s gaze. Of course he knew Simon was lying.


    “I am not asking your master,” Gelahn said. “He has already told me all. No, I am asking you.”


    Despite everything, Simon’s gaze veered back towards the mind-executioner. He could feel those mind-claws beginning to scratch at the outer layers of his thoughts and tried to block him, though Simon knew the other man was the stronger by far, and anything he could do would be useless. Gelahn smiled briefly, glanced at Ralph, and then Simon felt him withdraw.


    “Talk then,” he commanded.


    After a moment’s pause, he stammered out a poor excuse for the work he’d been doing for Ralph.


    “I-I did only what I thought was right,” Simon said, his voice gaining strength as he spoke. “The skills I have, s-such as they are, I wish to use only for the cause of justice and the land. To ensure our victory in the coming battle. My Lord Tregannon has been gracious in using my gifting to seek out enemies of which we have little understanding, and I have tried to serve him as best I am able.”


    The silence after those words were spoken was heavy with threat. Ralph seemed to withdraw into himself, and Gelahn leaned back on his chair and studied his hands.


    Simon coughed and tried to say more, though he had no clear idea what more he might find, “I…”


    Gelahn was there almost before Simon could think, rising and taking a bare three strides around the table to reach where he stood. Though he didn’t touch him, Simon’s head jerked back as if he’d been hit and he could feel the sudden burning on his cheek and the slow sensation of blood.


    “Silence,” Gelahn said, again only in Simon’s head as his mind buckled once more to his power.


    With his iron grip still upon the scribe, Gelahn whispered both out loud and into Simon’s thoughts, “Your words themselves condemn you where you stand, mind-dweller. Battle? There is no battle; you lie. And you admit to the evil you do in men’s hearts and minds. More than that, you revel in it. Such skills as you here freely confess are punishable by torture and death. However, your sin is greater by far, in that you have used it to twist the understanding of good men and murder others. You must die. And soon.”


    As suddenly as he’d sprung to the attack, he released Simon who fell, winded and panting, to his knees.


    “Yes,” he continued, pacing two steps away and two back, “you must die. This trial is over and you are the loser of it. But because of what you have done, first you must suffer. See, I hold the red stone of death out before you.”


    He snatched the death stone from the table and crushed it into Simon’s right hand, holding his fist shut so he couldn’t let go.


    “Tregannon?” Gelahn glanced at Ralph, for the final confirming judgement. But instead of resting his hand over Gelahn’s, Ralph rose to his feet, his face darkening into a scowl. For a beat of Simon’s heart, Ralph’s fingers edged towards the white stone, the stone of life, but then stopped before they could reach it.


    “No,” he said. “That is not what we agreed.”


    Gelahn’s grip on Simon tightened and he could feel the blackness of anger looming over his head. “This deceiver of yours deserves death, not life. He is a murderer. Many times over.”


    “That is true,” said Ralph. “And I have not taken up the white stone. The judgement is right. Yet it is death only, not suffering or torture, that the red stone carries. No more, no less.”


    “What pain has been inflicted, so it must be borne.”


    “The result is the same. Let it happen only as it is commanded in the ancient texts.”


    By now, Ralph was leaning over the table, hands clenched onto wood and beads of sweat glittering on his forehead. The pungent smell of cinnamon pulsed more densely over Simon’s senses. Things were not, he thought, going well.


    “The texts do not cater for the horrors this man has done,” whispered Gelahn.


    “Then let us not bring about what has not yet been shared in our stories,” Ralph replied, his gaze locked onto the mind-executioner’s. “The judgement is death. When I agree to this, it is death only which I confirm, and nothing beyond it. There is no need for more; because of you, Simon Hartstongue’s hold over me is gone. The only act that remains is the punishment of death. That is what you have requested, and that is what I shall grant.”


    Gelahn was silent. Simon could feel his anger churning like a storm in winter. Then at last, as Ralph continued to hold firm to what he thought the sentence should be, the mind-executioner nodded and the scribe felt his mental grip on him relax.


    “As you wish,” he said, although it sounded more a threat than surrender. “As you wish.”


    Slowly, so slowly it was as if time itself had paused, Ralph stepped around the edge of the table, reached out his hand and curled his fingers around the red stone held fast in Simon’s hand by Gelahn.


    “So,” he said, not looking at Simon once. “Death it is, and death it shall be.”


    They let him go and at once he fell scrabbling to the floor, the stone spilling away like blood from his grasp.


    Ralph shouted for the guards, and the next moment Simon was dragged to his feet and bundled towards the door.


    “This man is chosen for death,” Ralph said. “Now. At the hanging place. I will perform the duty. Sound the drums, but do not wait. Let those who are present watch him die.”


    “No, please,” Simon whispered. “There’s been a mistake, I swear there has. Let me go, I—”


    A flash of silver and one of the guards struck him over the mouth with the flat edge of a knife. The fierce pain of it whipped Simon’s words away.


    “Do not speak in my presence again,” his former protector said, “or it will be the worst for you.”


    


    Isabella


    So it’s over. Isabella doesn’t think her brother will do much now. What can he do? Soon Hartstongue will die and Gelahn will be satisfied; his own enemy will be dead and the Age of Peace will begin. Soon she will see Petran again.


    As Johan senses in his mind what is happening to Hartstongue, she begins to gather her herbs for the journey home. Perhaps the mind-healer will take them with him and they will be in Gathandria before nightfall. She smiles at her brother’s back as he paces their cave of safety, fists clenched and breath rapid. He thinks he has failed. Isabella knows he has not.


    “Peace, brother,” she says. “We have done what we can and now we must leave.”


    


    Johan


    In spite of his beloved sister’s words, Johan can find no peace. His cousin is about to die, and his mission will soon lie in tatters. The elders have trusted him and this is how he repays them.


    His heart beats faster as he thinks of what they might say. And, worse than that, of what his Deputy, the fearsome Annyeke, will say. She had had doubts from the beginning. He can imagine the way she will toss her hair back and scowl at him if he comes back empty-handed. But, more than all these thoughts, what drives him is the terror of what will happen to the city once it is truly defenceless.


    No. He will have one last attempt to save the criminal or die in the trying.


    “Come, Isabella,” Johan grabs her hand and begins to run.


    “Wait,” she cries out. “I’m not ready yet. My herbs—”


    “Leave them. We’re not going home. Not yet.”


    Isabella gives a strangled cry but Johan ignores her. He plunges out of the cave and down the hill towards the woods. Even in his mind, he can see Hartstongue being pulled out of Tregannon’s Judgement Room and through the castle corridors. Already the man is weeping. The coward. Branches snatch at Johan’s hair as he runs, but he barely acknowledges the pain. They must get to the Place of Hanging. They must. If they get there, they may be able to save Hartstongue still. The gods know how, but they have to try.


    Twice, Isabella slips but he simply drags her upright, still running. He bypasses the village—they can’t afford to be slowed down by questions. Already he can hear the drums and glimpse the lights of the castle. Keep going. One last chance to complete the lunacy he has embarked on, and he is going to take it. No matter what.


    The only question in his mind is this: Will we be too late?


    


    Simon


    Sobbing like the coward he knew he was, and struggling to remain upright, Simon was dragged out of the private rooms by the guards and then through a side door into the courtyard. The news of his capture and its inevitable conclusion must already have reached the nearby villages as he could see groups of women and children, and a few of the older men not in the field today, laughing with the soldiers. When they saw him, they shouted out, and from somewhere mud and stones were thrown. One pebble whistled past Simon’s ear, while another found its mark on his arm.


    As more stones were thrown, the soldiers cursed and their comrades shouted at the crowd, who cowered back from their swords and gestures. From the other side of the courtyard, the formal door was opened and through it came Ralph and Gelahn, still dressed in their robes of office, their faces fixed and calm. The crowd fell silent, though whether at the sight of their lord or the presence of the greatest of the mind-executioners Simon couldn’t tell.


    Ralph held up one hand and the drums were silenced.


    “My people,” he said. “Today is a day of rejoicing. An evil man has been found amongst us and is to be punished. I myself will hang him in the place of death, and then there will be an end to the suffering we have been forced to endure. Afterwards there will be feasting and all will be welcomed here. Both citizens and soldiers. My people together in safety.”


    A roar of approval met this announcement, and then Simon was pushed forward, still flanked by the guards, towards the pathway out of the courtyard. He fell to his knees to try and delay the onward progression, but it was no use. The guards picked him up and dragged him through the crowd.


    “Please,” he begged the people, grasping at whatever his fingers could reach or cling to. Legs, sandals, the edges of gowns, a staff. “Please, don’t let them kill me. Don’t let me die. Have mercy, I beg you.”


    The only answer was laughter and fierce shoving as the villagers tore at his clothing, ripping the outer garment and belt away and snatching at the chain he wore around his neck. Simon struggled against them, but it was no use. Their greed and blood lust was stronger.


    Halfway between the outer wall of the castle and the place of death, visible now in the trees, he felt a warm stream of piss flowing down his legs and through the thin cotton of his under-robe, his only remaining garment. A woman laughed and pointed, and then a small pebble hit Simon on the neck. Then another, and another, larger now. The laughter rose wildly and through it Simon could discern voices and hatred: Coward! Mind-executioner! Devil! Look at how you piss yourself now, murderer!


    Stumbling and still begging for mercy, he found himself at the Hanging Square. The guards held him between them, as he was sagging and would have otherwise fallen. They tied his hands roughly behind him. A small boy he didn’t recognise ran for a stool and he was forced to stand on it underneath the waiting rope. Tears were running unchecked down Simon’s face, and he couldn’t stop trembling. At the same time, he prayed for the boy he knew.


    In front, he could see Ralph striding through the crowd and the soldiers as if they were but water. Behind him, the dark shape of the mind-executioner followed.


    Two rapid heartbeats later, Lord Tregannon stood before Simon, his black hair lifted by the summer breeze.


    As Lord Tregannon looped the rope around Simon’s neck, he could smell the herbs and wine from the Lammas Master’s breath. And the faint trace of wintergreen. The dreaming potion. Simon dared to glance at him once, but those grey eyes flickered across his face and didn’t stay. Simon’s legs were still shaking and soaked with sweat.


    “Please, Ralph,” he whispered. “Don’t let them kill me. I don’t want to die. Not yet. I’m not ready. Please.”


    Ralph’s only answer was to pull the rope tighter so Simon’s throat burned and he struggled for breath.


    Heart thudding in his chest, he tried to speak again, to beg Ralph, anyone, for mercy once more, but the rope was too tight and the only noise the scribe could make at all was a low moan. Somebody laughed, and then a spattering of saliva landed on his cheek.


    “Kill him,” somebody shouted.


    “Let him hang!”


    “Devil.”


    Ralph took three steps back, his job complete. Through the scarlet web creeping over his vision, Simon could see his gaze swing back and forth over the crowd, even now controlling them with ease.


    “Do it then,” he said.


    From nowhere, the boy kicked the stool away and the morning sky swung wildly above as the scribe’s feet danced on air.


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Second Gathandrian Interlude


    


    


    Annyeke


    The mind-circle hovering over the Table of Meeting vanished, and Annyeke cried out. The force from the sudden disconnection pushed her outwards, causing her to lose her balance and sprawl onto the stone floor. Her thin green tunic tore at her thigh.


    One of the five elders rose to help her but she waved him away before bowing a little at her own rudeness. The gods knew she’d never understood the forms of etiquette. Johan was constantly attempting to show her how important they were, but she never seemed to retain the message.


    Now, she strode back to the table and grabbed her fallen chair. Not bothering to sit down, she stared around at the elders’ faces. As usual they gave nothing away. They weren’t even looking at her.


    “Well?” she said. “Where is it? Where’s the mind-circle?”


    A long silence, during which Annyeke found herself forcing down words she longed to say. Impatient ones. Finally the elder nearest her—a tall man with grey-streaked hair and the lines of age on his skin—opened his eyes and spoke.


    “It is no longer with us,” he said and his voice sounded like ancient stones scraped along a riverbed. “We must be patient and wait for the time to be right again.”


    “No, we mustn’t,” protested Annyeke. “We have to bring it back. We have to find out what’s happening in Lammas. I saw Johan. He appeared at the Place of Hanging with Isabella. We all saw them. What was he going to do? He might be in danger. If he had some sort of plan to rescue Hartstongue, then he’s going to need us.”


    “My child, it is not that simple,” the First Elder began, but Annyeke was in full flow and would stop for no one. Not even him.


    “Why isn’t it that simple?” She banged her fist down on the great table and the elder furthest from her jumped. “It should be. All these generations my people have trusted in the power of the elders. You’ve protected us, nurtured us and made us what we are. Now, when we need you most, you can’t help us at all. Gods and stars, you even allow our enemy to escape and cause this devastation. What kind of protection is that? And all I’m asking now is for the mind-circle to be restored so we can at least know what’s happening. Surely if we hold hands and link to each other again it can be done? If the scribe is alive, all three of them will need us.”


    When Annyeke finished speaking, her legs were trembling. It felt as if all the words had been sucked from her and were even now floating in the dust and brokenness of this once-proud room. She’d be damned if she’d sit down though. She didn’t want to show weakness, though of course they would sense it already. Wouldn’t they? Damn them. She supposed she would have to undergo some kind of extra training as punishment after what she had said. Well, she was strong enough to take it. Let them do as they wished.


    She glared at the First Elder, challenging him to speak. But when he did, it was not what she’d expected.


    He stood, gazed at her and sighed. “I am sorry, Annyeke. You are right in much of what you say. However, we cannot right all the wrongs now. Neither do we know whether the scribe still lives. Our enemy has torn our link with the Lammas Lands. We must take time to rebuild it. As you say, Johan will need our help.”


    Annyeke turned away and swallowed.


    “If he still lives,” she whispered.


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter Four: Rescue


    


    


    Simon


    As if from a great distance, Simon became aware of the sound of humming. He was walking through a meadow lined with trees, his hands touching feathered grasses. The air was cool. His throat felt raw but the humming still made him smile. Gradually it changed from simple notes to the beginnings of a tune. A woman’s voice. He couldn’t see where she might be; the sunlight was too bright, flashing between the branches and beating down. The surroundings reminded him of home and the last time he’d felt safe, so many years ago.


    Her voice faded and then returned, this time stronger. His mother? No, it was impossible, but… She must be near, he thought, perhaps in the trees. Turning to try to find where she was, Simon reached out, blinking away the sunlight…


    His hand touched something smooth and cold. His eyes opened. He saw not a meadow or sunlight, but black rock lit by the glimmer of a small fire laid between stones and a soft line of light beyond. It must have been the rock that he’d felt.


    The humming stopped at once, and Simon wondered if he’d groaned aloud. The swish of moving cloth, two whispering voices—one man, one woman—and then the shape of a man looming over him, blocking the light. Simon flinched away as the memory of what had happened hit home: the mind-executioner, the mock trial, the hanging. He must be dead and, if so, he wondered if this was the afterlife.


    “Simon, it’s all right. You’re safe.”


    The man’s voice was deep, the accent not from amongst Ralph’s people, and unfamiliar. Blinking up and touching the tender parts of his neck, Simon tried to focus on either the face or the strange man’s thoughts, but was unable to do either.


    “Wh-where are we?”


    “The caves near the wood,” the stranger said. “The other side of your village. No one will find us here.”


    Suddenly, with no conscious decision, Simon’s mind touched the other man’s. He could feel coolness like a river, the sparkle of it refreshing him from within. The man muttered something he couldn’t catch and turned away, disappearing from view. At once the river vanished. Simon fell back on the rough cloth beneath him.


    “I shouldn’t be here,” he whispered, his throat pulsing with rawness. “I should be dead.”


    He thought no one would hear, but the stranger must have caught his words, or at least the meaning. When he spoke, Simon could hear the scorn in his voice.


    “No. Not dead yet, Simon Hartstongue,” he said, and then louder, “Isabella?”


    “Yes?”


    The sound of clothing again, as it swished across stone. The same noise Simon had heard before. The woman.


    “Now that our guest is awake,” the stranger continued, “he should be given water. Bread too if he wants it, though I know we have little enough here. He must gain strength for what we have to do.”


    The woman—Isabella—did not reply, but a few moments later, light hands lifted Simon up to a sitting position and a goblet of water was held to his lips. When he glanced up at her she didn’t meet his eyes, but he could see in the firelight that her face was rounded and her lips full. A strand of blonde hair fell across her forehead. Little by little, he drank as much as he could. Afterwards, while the man watched, Isabella took the rest of the water, squeezed a few drops of what smelled like lemon oil into it and wiped it with a cloth over his hands and head.


    “Thank you, Isabella,” Simon said.


    She helped him lie back on the cave floor again and he gazed up at the rugged blackness, watching the shadows chased by the flames into strange monsters and wild rivers.


    “You know my name,” he said, “and now I know the name of one of you. But not of the other. I would like to know whom it is I must thank for rescuing me. Surely that would only be polite.”


    From beyond the fire, the man spoke and this time his tone was harsher.


    “There is no need for that yet,” he said. “Nor for thanks. Now you can sleep and later, when you are more fully refreshed, you will know who I am. And also what we must do. But for now, sleep.”


    About to protest that he wasn’t tired and in fact had already slept enough, Simon found his eyelids closing. A breath or two later he was walking through the bright meadow again.


    


    Isabella


    This is not supposed to be happening and she doesn’t know what to do. Hartstongue should be dead by now. But he isn’t, and they are back in this cave. She must smile, as if she is happy, so that her brother suspects nothing. But Isabella cannot still the wild beating of her heart and the frantic secret searching of her mind. Where is Gelahn? She has tried again and again to call for him but he does not respond.


    How did her brother succeed in such a reckless act? The mind-storm is so rarely used in battle. It is so deadly to all who fall foul of it, even its instigators. She had no idea that Johan would be so foolish; if she had known, she would have found a way of warning Gelahn, but her brother gave her no hint of his intentions. He could not have known them himself.


    Watching her brother release the storm was breath-taking though. Isabella will never forget it. A flash of red and green. A fire that came from his eyes and kept on growing, enveloping the people at the Hanging Place so that they screamed and ran for cover. How pointless that was. Even Gelahn stumbled and a great cloud of dust and more fire held him imprisoned on the earth. Only for a few moments, but it had been enough. Johan reached Hartstongue where he hung from the tree, choking, and slashed his knife through the rope so that Simon’s body dropped to the ground. Tregannon was already unconscious, perhaps dead; Isabella couldn’t tell.


    While the fire was still burning in her brother and the power of the storm was upon him, he took hold of Hartstongue, lifted him in his arms as if he was nothing but feathers, and ran. Back in the direction of the village and, beyond that, to their secret cave. For a moment more, she hesitated, glancing behind her at Gelahn. He was shaking, but whether with anger or exhaustion, she couldn’t tell. Isabella took one step towards him, but he shook his head, those dark eyes piercing her mind.


    Go, I will need you there, he said.


    Now, her fingers fumble with potions and herbs. Perhaps she can kill the scribe instead? There are ways and means of doing so. But all the time her brother watches her, and Isabella has no opportunity to mix the killing medicines or hum the song for evil. If she did so, Johan would be horrified and stop her before she could finish the task. He is too good. He does not see that sometimes ways must be taken which bring the ends closer. So now she is forced to mix the healing drinks and the ointment to soothe Hartstongue’s fear. That fear is like a heavy black cloud encompassing them all; they can hardly move for the weight of it.


    The ointment she gives Simon to make him sleep, as her brother wishes, is tinged with a dash of bitterness, which her brother would not wish. Hartstongue’s dreams will be disturbing, although afterwards he will not remember them.


    Even that small victory makes Isabella smile. Gelahn, when he comes, will be pleased with her.


    


    Johan


    Gods and stars, he is so tired. Every part of his body is shaking and he has no idea when it will stop. A mind-storm. He’d performed a mind-storm. All those hours of meditation and mental training, the tricks he’d learned from the elders had finally done something more than ease his own soul and the souls of others. Thank goodness the cave is dark and his voice sounds steady. If either Isabella or Simon could see him, any confidence they might have in his leadership will be destroyed.


    While the scribe sleeps, Johan tries to focus his mind again, an act much like picking up the broken pieces of a precious vase. Ideally, he needs several hours of mind-rest in order to regain his strength. That is unlikely to happen, because surely the enemy will recover faster than he can, and will come to search for them. That much is a given.


    How long might he have? An hour? More? He does not know. It is impossible to tell. Can he contact the elders? No, he doesn’t have the strength for that. As the mind-storm happened, he’d sensed that it had also smashed the mind-circle connection with Gathandria. With good had come the not so good also. And it will take the elders some time to rebuild it.


    All he can do now is begin his meditation. Focus. And wait.


    Isabella is in the process of damping down the fire. If something happens, she will warn him. He can trust her. With a smile in her direction, which she catches, he begins the slow task of rebuilding his mind.


    The disturbance, when it comes, brings him back to his senses instantly.


    Johan knows at once what it is, and also knows it is happening too soon. The enemy is already upon them. At the same time, the scribe stirs from his sleep.


    


    Simon


    When Simon woke, the darkness this time was complete; velvet and damp against his skin. His dreams had shaken him, but he couldn’t remember them now. There was no fire, no line of light. He struggled against the dark, trying to blink it away, and stretched out his hand. At once he touched warm cloth and leather. The next second, fingers were jammed over his mouth and the word Hush echoed around his thoughts. Closing his eyes, Simon tried to calm his breathing and be still.


    For a few moments, all was silence. Then, as if from a great distance, he could hear rustling and the murmur of voices. A river of sound, flowing steadily towards them, intent on its own mysterious purpose. Squeezing his eyes more tightly shut, he let his mind focus on the approaching people, trying to find the reason for their being here. Outside, the night was cold.


    It was against the law to travel after sunset in any of the Lammas Lands. Or indeed any other, he imagined, though he could not have confirmed that view; nobody travelled in either the northern mountains or the southern mud plains any more. Sometimes, people journeyed at night alone, but only if they wanted to disappear, and never in groups. As, in his mind, Simon came towards them, the whispering grew louder, a low murmur contrasted with the occasional screech of a wood-owl disturbed at the hunt. He didn’t dare drift too close, in case Ralph was among them and might sense it. The Lammas Master’s presence, after all, would give the group protection. As Simon once had claimed it.


    At last he was near enough to see them, but not so near for some to know it. There were six of them, two carrying small torches, their fire flickering in the intermittent gusts of night breeze. Ralph was not there. Simon recognised the blacksmith, wrapped in a thick woollen cloak, and one or two of the other villagers. As Thomas moved, his cloak swung a little to the side, and something sparkled. For a moment Simon didn’t understand what it was and then he saw the silver decoration on the knife handle. The blacksmith had never been armed before. It was not proving to be a good day.


    But there was more to come. A fact he hadn’t anticipated, although if he’d been more awake he might have been prepared.


    In the middle of the group stood Gelahn, the mind-executioner.


    With a sudden gasp, Simon was flying back to the safety of his body, his mind whipped by the freezing wind, his thoughts stumbling over themselves in their panic to be gone, surely leaving behind a thousand signals telling Gelahn he’d been there. How could he have been so stupid? The mind-executioner had wanted to kill him before. Surely Simon should have known he’d seek him out to finish the task? And, after that, his apprentice also? Simon hoped not with all his soul.


    He came to in the cave again. They were not that far away. In the transition between being outside his body and being within it, he couldn’t help the groan that escaped his lips. The fingers still on his mouth pressed harder and he could feel the beat of his companion’s heart. He knew it was the man. Not Isabella.


    Before he could say a word, try to explain what he’d seen in the forest, there came from outside the sound of a shout quickly stifled and the thud of feet on rock. They’re climbing up here, Simon thought. They’re climbing. He must prepare to fight, though the gods knew he was never a fighting man.


    Hush. The word came again, somehow spinning through his head in a way it shouldn’t have been able to. The sense of swift movement behind, something exchanged with—whom? Isabella? He couldn’t tell—and then Simon’s mind was being sealed in by the kind of power he’d never experienced before. Cut off so no outside force could find it. Whoever this stranger was who’d brought him here, his skills were beyond understanding because in spite of the fact that he was now somehow safe in spirit, if not in body, from any detection, he could still hear what was happening at the entrance to the cave. But all impressions slid together, defying logic.


    A flood of noise. Words melding into nonsense. Another language. Men’s breathing. The stark smell of sweat. Aching muscles, a muttered curse. White fingers slowly running along the cave’s entrance. A foot poised to take another step forward. Gelahn. Simon knew it. And then, far worse than all these, a deep, deep silence.


    A silence in which Simon was totally alone. The hand over his mouth was a thousand miles away, and he was lost in an unknown wilderness. Not even the sound of his own breathing reached him. Was this what death meant?


    And then, as if one minuscule piece of his mind had been opened to sunlight, the blankness around him slowly took on a subtle change in colour. Simon drew a shaking breath into his lungs. And then another. And no swift pulse of pain rose up to meet him. Instead, the familiar furnishings of his mind stepped, one by one, back into place. His memories, his beliefs, his knowledge of himself. His thoughts stretched in delight at their rediscovered freedom…


    They took him into his immediate surroundings without having to move or even open his eyes. Although it was still night, Simon could see everything as if it was bathed in rich morning sun; Isabella in a brown tunic and skirt, her blonde hair dark with sweat as she hugged herself tight and shivered. The man whose name Simon didn’t yet know leaning back against the cave wall, panting with effort.


    At last the man released him.


    The stranger ran his hands upwards over his face and through his short black hair. His blue eyes flickered upwards, but by then Simon didn’t need to see them to know who he was.


    The stranger at his home. The one who’d arrived with Thomas to take him. The one with the knife.


    The scribe gasped, and plummeted once again back into his skin.


    At the sound, the man looked at Simon. His eyes were expressionless and calm.


    “My name is Johan,” he said. “Johan Montfort. Isabella is my sister.”


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Third Gathandrian Interlude


    


    


    Annyeke


    As she closed the door behind her, a small figure shot out of the cooking area and wrapped itself around her legs. The force of it knocked her down and she sank to the floor, taking care not to hurt the boy.


    “Talus,” she murmured, stroking his hair and hugging her to him. “Talus, I’m so sorry. I thought you’d sleep for longer than this. Did you get my message?”


    A slight movement of the boy’s head was redundant; she’d already caught the yes in his mind. Before she’d left, early this morning, she’d kissed his cheek as he slept, imprinting the knowledge of her whereabouts in his thoughts where he could not miss it when he woke. Now his yes tumbled amongst the pain he was feeling. The power of it almost swept Annyeke away before she closed up the mind-doors to her privacy.


    As she held him, she was already thinking of what had happened. The worry for Johan beat like a pulse in her throat, but there was nothing she could do about it until the mind-circle had been mended. The elders had promised to let her know when she would be needed again. She hoped it would be soon.


    Until then she had work to do: the same tasks that her fellow Gathandrians who still lived in this debilitating battle would be doing. First, shoring up the mental barriers which gave them a modicum of protection once more. This Annyeke did by walking the outside walls of her small home, holding Talus’ hand and allowing her mind to conjure a further wall around the light greenstone exterior. Invisible, but as strong as she could make it. During the day, this power would settle, growing firmer so when the night came—the time when the onslaught became worse—she and Talus might have a chance of survival. It was the best she could do.


    Some of her neighbours were doing the same. They nodded at each other but did not communicate. Their focus needed to be elsewhere. At the corner nearest Talus’ house, Annyeke stopped. She wasn’t sure what to do. Only twenty-five summers’ old, she had no children of her own. This situation wasn’t one she’d been expecting. Not for quite some time at least. Would he want to go inside? His mother’s body would no longer be there; when vanquished by the enemy, the flesh was taken also. Gathandrians had no particular rituals for the burial of the dead but, during the last two year-cycles, they had become accustomed to the fact that any burial at all was impossible. Still, it left a scar on the mind, which was hard to take. She was almost glad that Talus’ father was not here to live through the pain of losing his wife; he had died three years ago, before even the thought of war, when the enemy was still safely imprisoned.


    While she was still pondering on the best course of action to take, Talus tugged at her hand and pulled her around the corner so they were no longer facing his house.


    “Do you want to…?” she began but he shook his head so vigorously that she was left in no doubt of his answer.


    Back indoors, she cobbled together a makeshift breakfast for them both: stale bread she’d made a few day-cycles earlier, waterlily soup, lavender tea. Talus ate hungrily, as if he’d not eaten for a long time. When he had eaten, she supposed he should go for schooling, but she had no idea how that happened. Unless, of course, he should stay with her today? Yes, perhaps that would be best. Though it would be better still to ask Talus himself. She and her neighbours hadn’t been particularly close, though they’d been civil enough. Annyeke thought she must have known at some point who Talus’ teacher was, but it wouldn’t come to mind. She would have to ask the lad.


    She coughed, and Talus looked up at her, his mouth full of bread and his brown eyes blinking in the sunlight.


    “Look,” she said, kneeling down next to the stool, so she was on a level with him, though in truth he was taller. “I’d like you to do what you want today, whatever that might be. Would you like to go to classes, or would you like to stay here with me?”


    “With you,” he said. Or rather mumbled through bread. Annyeke only just caught the words.


    “All right,” she said. “You can stay with me for a few days, but then I’ll have to take you back to schooling so I can talk to your tutors. We need to arrange what will happen.”


    “Can’t I stay with you for longer than that?” he asked her. “Please?”


    She blinked. She didn’t know. What did one do with children? She had no experience to call on.


    Gods and stars, she thought, she must listen to herself and stop being so selfish. This was what a single life did for you. Perhaps it was time she took responsibility for someone after all. She’d just taken over Johan’s role, however temporarily, and now Talus was staring at her, waiting for an answer. How hard could being a mother be? Plenty of other women managed it.


    “All right,” she said. “I don’t see why not, if your tutors agree. When we go, we’ll ask them.”


    Talus’ face broke into an unexpected smile. “Thank you, Mistress Hallsfoot.”


    “Ah now, none of that nonsense. If you’re going to live here for a while, you call me Annyeke. Is that clear?”


    He nodded. “Yes, Annyeke.”


    “Good. In that case, if you’ve finished your breakfast, we’ll tidy up and then I need to get to work. If you’re not going to classes, then I suggest you come with me. Does that suit you?”


    Again he nodded. It didn’t take long to tidy Annyeke’s home. She liked things simple: a cooking area, a privy, a bedroom and a public room where she entertained guests. All in shades of green or yellow—her favourite colours and the ones she believed suited her. Until she found a partner, she had no need of anything larger. Not that she was looking seriously for anyone of course. No, she had more sense of her own independence than that. She didn’t have many possessions either, simply the necessary cooking utensils, a set of good stools that had been a present from her father, and her collection of Gathandrian legends. Not just those of the city of course, but all the outlying ones as well, not to mention the tales of their neighbours. She particularly loved the Lammas legends, with their focus on the stars and their elegant power. The scribes who’d written those must have been very gifted indeed.


    When the housework was finished, she and Talus set out for the short walk to where the Sub-Council of Meditation planned to meet today: in the ruins of the market place. As she walked, Annyeke pondered on what might happen next. She prepared herself to deal with whatever difficulties or tragedies came under her jurisdiction, just as Johan had always done. And would do, she thought fiercely, when he returned. Until then, it would be up to her to ensure that the Gathandrians who asked for her help in building up their mind-powers to keep the enemy at bay received as much support as they required. There were less than fifty mind-workers in the Sub-Council now; she would ensure they were deployed in the best way possible. She would do that for as long as fight remained in her, and as long as one Gathandrian was left alive in the city.


    After all, Gathandria had existed for hundreds of generations as a beacon of hope and safety, as a place of refuge for the lands around it. Just because the elders had been foolish enough to drop their guard and allow the enemy to escape, it did not mean this crisis would last forever.


    Still, she wished that a woman had been in charge of the enemy’s imprisonment. He was certain not to have escaped then. And, when he was recaptured, she hoped that the elders would learn their lesson well.


    At her side, Talus gave her hand a squeeze and she glanced down at him. He was frowning.


    “Why is everything so different now?” he said. “Why does the enemy hate us so much?”


    “I don’t know,” Annyeke sighed. “It’s a mystery.”


    It certainly was. One she was determined to solve. The opportunity the elders had given her might allow her to do just that. The other mystery was what in the gods’ names might be happening in the Lammas Lands at the moment. She had a feeling that things were going to get worse before they got better.


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter Five: A Partial Explanation


    


    


    Simon


    “Good,” Simon said, gazing at Johan. “It’s nice to meet you, and to have a name. Thank you for keeping me alive so far. Just one question, well, two actually. What’s the point of trying to kill me and then rescuing me? Are you saving me for a greater torment?”


    Although he kept his tone light, Simon could feel the pulse of fear under his skin. Johan sighed and said nothing. Instead, as the darkness trickled in through Simon’s mind and took its rightful place once more, Johan reached out, took a taper and lit it. The light flickered between the two men like a threat and in its shadows the scribe caught a glimpse of Isabella, her head resting on her knees. As he stared, she turned her face upwards towards him and her expression held only emptiness, and something like accusation: he couldn’t blame her for that.


    Johan’s face was also still, as if he’d been carved in stone. But his expression held no judgement.


    “You believe I’m going to make you suffer more than hanging could,” he said. Not as a question, but more as something he already knew. “Because that is the kind of life you have been living. Yet, you have been here with us in this cave for three days and nights, and still you live. Doesn’t that tell you something?”


    “Yes, believe me, I’m grateful for what you’ve done,” Simon said. “But my question remains: why?”


    Johan smiled then. “For safety, for a while, and then…”


    “And then…?”


    He blew out the candle, and Simon was blind once more.


    “That is not for you to know,” Johan said. “Not yet. Your pursuers have gone now. They will not be back before tomorrow. Later, just before dawn when the night is at its deepest, we will start our journey.”


    “Journey? Where are we going?”


    There was silence, followed by movement from Isabella. It sounded as if she might be standing up, stretching perhaps. Simon wondered what exactly they had done to keep his enemies—their enemies also—at bay, and how much it had drained them. The mind-executioner and the villagers had been at the entrance to where the three of them lay hidden, and yet had not found them. How?


    Johan spoke. “You ask too many questions. Instead you must learn to trust us.”


    Simon laughed, but there was no humour in it. “If I had done that over the year-cycles, then, I swear to you, I would not be alive today. You ask me to trust you, but you tell me nothing. I cannot imagine how you managed to keep the men away. If they found you here with me, they would kill us all. Unless…unless you’re in league with the mind-executioner, and you set my hopes up now only to destroy them later. When you hand me over to him. Is that what it is, in spite of what you say? Then why not have done with it and finish the task the rope began?”


    He broke off, not because there wasn’t more he wanted to know, but because the mention of the rope had brought starkly to mind the image of the man who’d wrapped it around his neck.


    Ralph Tregannon.


    Another man Simon had come to believe was his friend. Like Thomas. And, like Thomas, he had proven just as treacherous. He wiped his hand across his face and his fingers came away wet. Gods and stars. There was no time for this. He took several deep breaths and waited for the silence to steady.


    In the end, it was Isabella who spoke first. Her voice was soft, refreshing, like a summer stream, but with something hidden inside it that he couldn’t grasp. It brushed past him like cobwebs at dawn and was just as suddenly gone.


    “We mean you no harm, Simon,” she said. “We will not give you to our enemy.”


    The scribe thought she might say more, but a snort from Johan seemed to stop her.


    “That is enough, Isabella,” he said. “There is no time for further explanation. In two hour-cycles, we will set off, and until then we must seize what rest we can. The journey will be a long and arduous one. There will be time for talking then.”


    As he spoke, Simon felt the point of resistance within him hardening.


    “How can I rest,” he said, “when I do not know what this journey you speak of is? To where are we travelling? Lord Tregannon’s lands have been my home for two year-cycles. This is where I live. This is where my apprentice lives also. The mind-executioner will not always be here; such men do not stay anywhere for long. I will hide for a while, in the outer lands, beyond the woods. It is a life I have led before. Once Gelahn has gone, I will seek Ralph out and his heart will have softened towards me. It is the mind-executioner who has turned him against me now, I am sure of it. All will be well.”


    Johan laughed. But when he spoke, his voice was serious.


    “On the contrary,” he said, “there is far more at stake than you imagine, Simon Hartstongue. There is a world beyond your understanding now, although once you had the power to seek it. Why did you turn from the path in the way that you have? How did you come to settle for the half-life you live? If you had stayed on the road you were destined for, you would not now be a liege-lord’s pet dog and a betrayer of men. But you have reaped what you sowed, so let me tell you the truth; you have no home here. Even without our enemy’s presence, Ralph and his people would seek your blood now. If you wish to live—and it’s obvious that you do—you must come with us.”


    When he finished, Simon’s hands were clenched into fists. He had nothing to say in his own defence. It was as if Johan had lived the last two year-cycles at the scribe’s side, and knew everything. Damn him but, with his powers, perhaps he did. The stranger was right about his life.


    “So,” Johan said, and the dark shadows darkened still further as he leaned towards Simon and gripped the side of his face. “So, now you know how much I know, will you come with us?”


    Even though Simon couldn’t see the other man’s eyes, he could feel the power of his gaze burning through him. As usual, he didn’t seem to have much of a choice. And he had to admit that what Johan said made sense. But there was still another important issue which must be decided. No, two issues.


    “As you wish,” Simon said and felt the strength in Johan’s fingers soften a little. “But if I must travel with you, then we take the boy. The boy from the village. And my writing instruments. I’ll go nowhere without either. I swear it.”


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter Six: The Blacksmith’s Heart


    


    


    Isabella


    Good. They are going back to the village. The mind-healer will kill Hartstongue there. She already knows that he will be waiting for them. She must keep her brother as safe as she can. Who knows what destruction will be released when Gelahn enforces his will on the scribe? Isabella is pleased that Hartstongue made the decision to return for the boy, though she thinks both her brother and she were surprised. They assumed he was too much of a coward to risk his life for no purpose.


    For it is for no purpose. The boy is fated to die. If not here, then soon. It is written in the stars, and Gelahn has already marked the apprentice with the sign of death. It is simply a question of when. As Isabella sings her songs of peace over her herbs in preparation for what Johan and Hartstongue have agreed upon, it occurs to her that she feels no sorrow over this small loss. Once she thinks she would have done. Something in her misses that emotion, but she must trust that Gelahn will restore all things.


    After all, that is what he has promised to do. After Hartstongue is no more.


    “Come,” her brother says. “It is time.”


    


    Simon


    Simon shivered in the night breeze. Twice already the little owl had sounded her call; soon it would be dawn. He crouched at the edge of the village, behind the crumbled wall of the old well. The new well in the heart of the village had been built five year-cycles ago, or so he’d been told, and served all the needs of the people for drinking, washing and cooking. Ralph, of course, kept his own source of water in his castle grounds and had always done so. For some reason, however, the old well had never been destroyed and was used most often now as a meeting place for lovers, or for those dealing in secrets. Over the last eighteen moon-cycles, Simon had hidden here often, watching for those whom Ralph suspected of rebellion or other crimes.


    Behind him, he could sense the presence of Johan and Isabella. Johan had argued against his wish to take the boy, but not for long once he’d seen the scribe was set on it. Why did they want him for this journey of theirs? Their powers were, at first taste, far greater than Simon’s had ever been at their height, let alone now when he was weak from the way he’d misused his gift. What good could he possibly do them?


    “Why do you hesitate?” Johan’s whisper at his ear was half-real, half in his thoughts, and Simon was unable to tell whether in fact Johan had spoken aloud at all. “There is little time. You must act now, if you want this boy with you. You should also give him a name. It is wrong that he has none.”


    “I am not hesitating, simply waiting. For the right time.” Simon shook his head, although the darkness was such that Johan couldn’t have seen. “And the boy is poor, so he has no name. Besides, I cannot right all wrongs in one day. You have to leave me something to do for tomorrow.”


    Johan drew in a sharp breath. Isabella made a sudden movement as the shape of her—darkness on darkness—seemed to flicker.


    “Always you make light of things that are serious,” Johan said. “And you cover your cowardice with words. They will not help you now.”


    “Perhaps not,” Simon whispered. “But they’re all I have.”


    “Such things should not happen,” Isabella spoke at last, her voice almost hidden under a gust of wind. “It is a crime for someone not to be named. No matter how deep their poverty.”


    Simon did not argue with her. She was of course right, but in the Lammas Lands justice and laws were often not what they appeared to be, to the detriment of men’s souls. Did not he, of all people, know that? Here, it was the custom for the very poor to forgo the requirements of the naming ceremony. The boy, at only eleven summers, had no parents; he was one of that ilk. Also the naming ceremony was a powerful magic, something Simon had never done. Even though, long ago, he’d witnessed his father’s responsibilities as one of the name-givers in the White Lands. In truth, he was afraid of the ceremony. He didn’t want to think about it.


    “Never mind the naming politics, we take the boy with us,” he said, changing the subject. “And my instruments.”


    “When?” This from Johan.


    Simon closed his eyes, allowing his senses to pinpoint the subtle changes in the darkness. He knew this place, this village, so intimately by now, that the constant turn of the seasons, along with the change from day to night and back again, was written on his skin. Concentrating like this also took his mind off his fear. One heartbeat went by, then another, and another.


    Enough. He opened his eyes.


    “Now,” he said.


    Striding forward, trying to be as quiet as possible, Simon didn’t wait to see if the others were following. He skirted the well, the cloak Johan had lent him brushing over the scattered, rough stones. He caught the scents used by its last wearer: marjoram and cedarwood. Oils for energy and balance. His one main hope was that this time he wouldn’t piss himself.


    Ten strides—or rather stumbles—later, Simon was at the beginning of the path behind the poor houses; a narrow twisted route, in contrast to the wider road leading to the artisans’ dwellings. During summer it was overrun with nettles and bracken, but now, at the end of autumn, the packed mud along the length of it was just visible. Still, they would have to be careful.


    The hut where the boy lived—or rather where he existed, a slave to the whims and cruelty of richer folk—was barely large enough for a grown man to stand up in. It was not, as would have been expected, at the end of the village before the well and the woods. No, the boy lived at the fifth hut, hemmed between those who used him now and those who would use him later. If he survived that long. The forest was full of unmarked graves, which nobody spoke about. The thought of it made Simon shiver, and he pressed on, now hearing the slight, hurried footsteps of Johan and Isabella behind.


    Passing the first hut, the one belonging to the village prostitute, he snaked his mind out a little—not enough for anyone to catch him—and tried to feel what was happening. Movement, a stifled laugh under a blanket, the flicker of torchlight. She would not be out looking for trade then. They would be safe. Pulling back, he crept by, followed by his companions.


    The next two huts were dark, their occupants sleeping, and Simon’s breath began to come a little easier. About time, he thought. Perhaps this would be simpler than he’d hoped. Perhaps there would be no need to fight in order to get the boy. Or his writing tools.


    Three cautious steps past the fourth hut, the darkness closed in.


    Johan’s light touch on Simon’s arm sent warning through his blood, but he didn’t need it to know that something was wrong. The next moment, a shaft of nameless terror plunged through his flesh and it was all he could do not to scream aloud. Turning towards Johan, Simon could see his eyes in the night. Piercing. They held him. Seemed to speak.


    We can hold him off, Isabella and I. But not for long. And not well—for you. You must get the boy, and quickly, if you want to do this. No time for your writing implements now.


    Simon nodded and Johan let him go. The pain once more ripped through him, like the threat of storm over the mountains which protected the land. He took one step through strange knives. Then another. And another. Sweat burned his skin and his heart pounded like thunder. He didn’t look back. The boy, Simon thought. The boy. He must fetch him…


    The boy’s hut was red. Fire and blood. Blood and fire. More than anything Simon wanted to run, but he had nowhere to go. Tears melding with sweat, his legs stepped forward of their own accord, until he found himself pushing aside the heavy curtain keeping out the cold and stumbling into the boy’s small dwelling-place.


    Quickly, Simon. Quickly.


    Yes, yes, I know. Shaking away the irritation of a command he didn’t need to hear, Simon tried to see through the gloom. A sudden noise, someone shifting, an intake of breath, and then he found himself staring at the boy. He was standing in the middle of the hut’s only room. Simon could feel the cloak of his despair wrapped around him. And his loneliness. In a heartbeat, Simon knew he was not alone. Behind the boy a darker, more powerful shape lurked in the shadows.


    For another moment, he didn’t know what it was. Then a man stepped forward. In the silence, Simon swallowed, and felt the pain swoop closer.


    It was Thomas.


    The blacksmith smiled. Simon could see the glint of his teeth in the shimmer of moonlight through the window.


    “Thomas…” he spoke aloud without knowing what he wanted to say, and Thomas took a step back, the boy following him. Simon realised then the blacksmith’s hand was gripping the boy’s shoulder, imprisoning him.


    “Please, listen to me. Let the boy go,” Simon said, hoping that somehow a simple plea might work. Gods, he should have known better.


    “No,” Thomas whispered. “You listen. I knew you would come back for the boy. I was right.”


    “Thomas, you don’t have to…”


    “Why did you let the traveller-woman die? Why?” This time, his voice burst out, a high-pitched wail splitting the night air. “She’d done you no wrong.”


    Simon closed his eyes, feeling the strength, the rightness of the accusation. Remembering too the woman’s execution, which had taken place here only a fortnight ago. Ralph, damn him, had been restless. There’d been a wave of rebellion and murder in his southern territories, but Simon had been unable to trap the perpetrators. Though he’d kept it from his employer, his skills were not what they had been. Ralph had wanted blood, someone to take the punishment. In despair that he might be that someone, and to stop the questions, Simon had accused the most recent visitor to the village. A young woman, an itinerant traveller selling herbs and leaf medicines from plants the villagers couldn’t get from their own fields. She’d only been a few days short of moving on from them. He shouldn’t have been so cruel.


    Beyond that, he hadn’t realised the emotions she’d stirred in Thomas. He could feel them now.


    Opening his eyes, Simon stared through guilt and darkness.


    “I’m sorry,” he said, knowing it wasn’t enough. “I didn’t know what she had become to you, Thomas, I swear it. I was wrong.”


    “You bastard. I want you to die.”


    Without warning, the blacksmith’s hands were around Simon’s throat, and he fell to his knees on the dirt. The boy, now freed, grabbed Thomas’ leg to pull him away, but the blacksmith flung him off as if he’d been a mere wood-wasp. Still holding Simon down, he reached inside his garment and pulled out a knife. The blade glinted in the faint light of the moon. The ice-cold of the steel against Simon’s neck made him gasp but, knowing the rightness of it, he shut his eyes, waiting for the thrust and the searing brief pain after.


    Nothing happened.


    Simon could hear the harsh drawing of Thomas’ breath as he panted out his anger and grief. The blacksmith’s defences were down, he could tell, and it would have been a simple matter to enter his thoughts and paralyse him for a moment or two; enough to get away with the boy.


    Simon didn’t do it.


    Instead, he eased saliva around his mouth to take the dryness away and whispered into the dark, “Do it then, Thomas. I understand. I’m ready.”


    For another moment, nothing. He could feel the wild racing of his heart and the tension in his fingers. If Simon had been able to, and if this had been the time for it, the gap between his brave words and his real and absolute terror might have made him laugh. Then Thomas made a sound somewhere between a moan and a whimper, and spat at him. Simon tried not to flinch and instead let the slow globules drag their way down his face.


    Next to his throat, the knife moved and Simon’s eyes welled with hot tears. But Thomas didn’t kill him. Instead, he leaned forward so Simon could feel the warmth of his breath.


    “I loved her,” he said. “Can you even understand that? No, don’t talk. Don’t say a word.”


    The boy whimpered behind them, and Thomas spat a curse in the direction of the sound. The whimpering stopped at once.


    Then, slowly and with unexpected gentleness as if he was soothing a restless colt, the blacksmith took the knife, pierced Simon’s skin with it just below his left cheekbone and dragged it down across his cheek.


    It was the most agonising thing he had ever had to bear. More terrifying in intent even than the failed hanging of only days ago. It seemed to last a lifetime, but it couldn’t have been more than a few moments.


    When Thomas was done, he dropped the knife, which clattered onto the stone floor and stepped away. Simon could neither catch his breath properly nor control the shaking of his body.


    “There,” Thomas snarled. “You’ll not enchant anyone with your beauty again, Simon Hartstongue, no matter how much you use your mind to kill.”


    Simon slumped down to all fours. When he opened his mouth to speak, he could taste blood and the pain swooped in.


    “Get out,” Thomas shouted suddenly. “Get out of here. And take the boy with you. I want no more of it.”


    Simon didn’t need telling again. Pulse roaring in his ears, he pulled himself to his feet as Thomas turned away. When he stretched out his hand to the corner of the room, his fingers met warm cloth. The boy. Simon grabbed him and held on.


    At the same time, a greater darkness filled the doorway, and the moon vanished.


    


    Isabella


    Now Gelahn is here. Now he will kill Hartstongue. Risking her brother’s confusion, Isabella cannot help smiling, but Johan is too caught up in what he sees to notice her delight.


    


    Johan


    Simon. Watch out.


    Johan yells out in his mind but isn’t sure that Simon can hear. The enemy stands in the entrance, barring escape for both Simon and the boy. How has he come so far and escaped detection? Or perhaps the enemy was already in the boy’s home and somehow Johan failed to notice it. Again, how?


    Abandoning the mind-defences he and Isabella held in place, Johan starts to run. Towards danger.


    


    Simon


    Already, Simon knew who was there—the mind-executioner. A flash of mind-fire exploded in his head and he fell backwards, rolling over, trying to protect his charge.


    Now you will die in truth.


    The words plunged through Simon’s flesh, lacerating the skin on his legs. Through the roar in his head, he sensed the mind-executioner take one step towards him, raising his cane upright. The final blow. It was over.


    Simon screamed as his executioner released the cane. It flew past his face, only a finger’s breadth away. Its wild humming filled the air. But it didn’t touch him and landed with a hissing at the edge of the hut. How had it missed?


    Gelahn cursed and lunged after the cane. Simon saw his chance and took it.


    “Come on,” he said to the boy as they stumbled onto their feet again. “We must go.”


    At the entrance, he risked one last glance behind him. The mind-executioner was reaching for the cane, which sparked and hissed at him, avoiding his grasp. Thomas was slumped in the corner, weeping.


    No time for more. Outside, the air pulsated with fire. Red, gold and yellow-tongued flames poured out from the trees and along the path. Something Simon knew couldn’t be real, but the boy opened his mouth to scream. Simon could hear him in his head. A feral sound. An animal in pain.


    Si-mon.


    Yes! he cried in his mind, knowing it was Johan but not knowing whether he could hear any response. What do you think I’m doing? I’m here, I’m coming. As quickly as I can…


    Gripping the boy’s hand, and ignoring the pain in his legs and face, Simon ran blindly into the flames, all but dragging the boy with him. For a moment he was engulfed by darkness, searing heat, and an almost unbearable loneliness.


    Help me.


    The next instant, the shape of the trees and the faint moonlight returned, and he could see the figures of Johan and Isabella racing towards them. Isabella’s long blonde hair was plastered across her white face. When he saw Simon and the boy, Johan came to a halt, clutching a branch of the nearest tree. As Simon came closer, limping through grasses, he could see Johan’s face was bathed with sweat. With the light of the mind-flames behind, the sweat looked like blood. Johan’s eyes flickered over his face and lingered for a moment on the knife wound. He then looked at the boy and nodded.


    He seemed as if he would speak out loud, but then shouts of fury rose from the village behind them, together with the sound of swift pursuit. Johan reached for Isabella.


    Run, Johan’s voice said in Simon’s thoughts. We will follow. Trust us.


    Simon obeyed. He certainly wasn’t planning to stay. He and the boy scrambled along the path, back in the direction of the well and, beyond that, the distant mountains. Johan and Isabella followed.


    As he ran, he realised his legs were bleeding as if slashed by glass, but he kept on running. There was nothing else to do.


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Fourth Gathandrian Interlude


    


    


    Annyeke


    When she opened her eyes that morning, Annyeke sensed that something was different. At once, she sat up straight on the bed and gazed around her. Everything was as it should be; her collection of legends was intact, and everything else appeared to be in its usual place, too. Her skirts and overshirt were folded up on the bedside stool where she’d left them, and her combs remained scattered near the window.


    Next to her, Talus lay sleeping, curled up on the blankets. She smiled at him and brushed a strand of hair back from his face. He didn’t stir.


    What was it then?


    Reaching for a cloak as protection against the morning chill, she eased herself out of bed and padded through to the cooking area. No change there either, though the smell of chicory soup lay heavy in the air, making her wrinkle her nose. She should have rinsed the dishes the night before. Not something she ever did usually, but perhaps now she was a step-mother, of sorts, she should try to act more responsibly.


    Smiling, she shook her head. Or perhaps not. No reason to change too many habits at once. She didn’t want to frighten herself. That was the job of the enemy.


    As she poured water from the jug into the basin for washing, she glanced out the window. And gasped. She replaced the basin and looked again. Yes, she’d been right. As quickly as possible, she ran back to the sleeping area to check on Talus. The boy hadn’t stirred.


    She hugged her cloak around her and walked outside to the area of garden adjacent to the cooking window. Not able to believe what she was seeing, she stared again.


    The lemon tree in the garden now had one single leaf. Not a particularly beautiful leaf or one that looked as if it would survive long, but still it was there. In autumn. For many moon-cycles since the war began, no trees in the city had sprouted leaves at all. Let alone flowers or fruit. She glanced around at her neighbours’ gardens. Talus’ plum tree also had two small leaves and she thought that, further along, there might have been one or two more. Had anyone else noticed? No, it was too early for that.


    Here, at the dawn of another difficult day in Gathandria, Annyeke was alone with this one small miracle. She thought about all the things she should do to rejoice in this marvel—laugh, shout, scream, rouse her sleeping neighbours so they could rejoice with her. It was what, with all her heart, she wanted to do. That was who she was: a small, spiky red-headed woman who couldn’t keep things to herself. Or most things anyway.


    Something stopped her. The leaf itself was calling to her. Not in words she could hear, of course, but in a place in her mind she had hardly known existed. The leaf was singing. She walked forward until she stood right next to the tree. Although it was impossible, the scent and flavour of lemons flowed over her skin and she found she was smiling


    The tree, she thought, the tree was dreaming. And for so long they had no dreams here. The land had been silent for longer than anyone could remember.


    She reached out, her hand drifting through air, and touched the leaf. It folded gently around her finger, as if stroking her. She could feel the beating heart of the tree. Not dead, but sleeping. Not quite ready for life, but willing to admit the promise of it.


    For a while she stayed there, touching the small leaf and glimpsing all the memory of the land’s power. How it had waited so long, was still waiting. For the hope of redemption through the agonies it had had to endure. The legends she knew so well told of the heart of the land, how Gathandria could sometimes speak to its people, but she had never guessed the stories might have within them a grain of truth.


    If it was so, and if what she was sensing now was real, why had she not felt it before? Was it because of the enemy? But he had only been free for two year-cycles, and she had never before had this experience of harmony with the soil between her feet and the winds which gentled her. She could not understand why that was so.


    She determined to find out. But not yet.


    Now, in her mind, she called out to Talus, and sensed his slow awakening. He would know where she was. He would come to find her. They could share in this joy together.


    While she waited for him, she smiled. One fact only must have been making this difference. Johan had managed to rescue Hartstongue. They were still alive. Both of them. All of them. She must tell the Elders and soon, although of course they would already know. They would be expecting her. Somewhere. The city of Gathandria had today taken one step towards the distant glimmer of peace.


    But would it find the strength to take another?


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter Seven: Beyond The Woods


    


    


    Johan


    Once away from the village, and with the noise of pursuit growing fainter, Johan orders a brief stop for Isabella to bind up the wounds on Simon’s legs. She tears small strips from the hem of her cloak and wraps them around the scribe’s shins. He has never before known a mind attack to have failed to destroy its target. The enemy’s power is strong. Why is Simon still here? All the while Isabella works, the boy crouches next to the scribe, his unblinking brown eyes wide and staring at his rescuer. He makes no sound, and neither does Simon. This is good, Johan thinks, as he has no answers to any questions that might arise.


    When Isabella has done all she can in the brief time Johan allows them, they travel on. They have to reach the mountains soon. For the moment, Simon is happy to let them lead the way, and Johan can sense his exhaustion and relief.


    For the length of several stories—enough time to walk three times and back to his Gathandrian work-place—they travel in darkness. Around them the woods become thicker, the branches almost block out the stars, and the grasses at their feet grow dense and drag at their cloaks. Every now and then, the screek-screek of an owl can be heard, and once or twice Johan feels the beat of its wings passing them in the night.


    Once, the boy disturbs a nest of small lizards and they scurry away into ferns and nettles, the white markings on their backs pulsating in fear. Johan can tell the scribe is almost dead on his feet and takes each step in a state halfway between reality and dream, praying he won’t stumble. This is not surprising, bearing in mind the kind of courage Simon, whom he knows is a coward, has shown today. It would leave anyone exhausted, both in mind and body. Still, given what he knows about the man, Johan has been expecting him at least to complain and is puzzled as to why he does not. This, too, he stores in his mind for pondering later.


    Slowly the darkness around the small group begins to unfasten its hold. Ahead the trees are thinning and, beyond them, Johan sees the faint glimmer of pink and yellow in the sky. At the far edge of the wood, in plain view of the scraggy fields and wilderness beyond, with its distant backdrop of black mountains, Simon stops.


    


    Simon


    It took only three paces for their leader to sense Simon was no longer following him.


    Johan turned, his cloak swirling in shadows around his feet. The hint of dawn sky framed his hair like a halo. Simon clutched the boy tighter to his side as Johan strode back. Behind him, Isabella waited, motionless.


    “What are you doing?” Johan said, speaking aloud rather than directly to Simon’s mind. Perhaps he thought Simon could take no more unasked-for invasion. And, gods, he might have been right. “We have to keep travelling. At this stage in the journey, we must maintain a good distance from our pursuers. If we can.”


    Simon didn’t answer him, at least not directly.


    “This is the edge of my knowledge of these lands,” he said. “When I came here, I came from the west, through the smaller villages and the marshes which lie between them. For generations, no one has gone beyond the boundary of the wood or, even more rarely, beyond the few fields which surround them. No one has ventured close to the mountains. There are tales… Though once, history tells us, trade between the valley-dwellers and the mountain tribes was common, and even in my memory there were some mountain people who visited us, now it is no longer so. Such a journey is forbidden.”


    “Are you afraid?” Johan asked, his mouth set to a sneer.


    Simon looked up at him.


    “What do you think?” the scribe said simply. “Yes. I am not a fool. Of course I am afraid.”


    “Why?”


    Simon twisted his mouth into a half-smile, which sent an arrow of pain shooting through his cheek. “Because I have spent all of my life, or as much of it as I can remember, being afraid. That is my life. And it is one I have grown familiar with over the year-cycles.”


    Johan gazed at Simon for a moment and then opened his mouth as if to say something more, but it was Isabella who spoke. Simon hadn’t noticed her approaching.


    “We know you’re afraid,” she said. “We are not fools either, but you have to come with us.”


    She reached out her hand and, after another heartbeat or two, Simon took it. With his other hand he held the boy close to his side. Isabella’s fingers in his felt cool and delicate. A young deer reaching for water. A field-crocus. But, still, there was something he couldn’t understand in her grip, some strange power he could almost taste. And then it was gone again.


    Johan stepped aside.


    Slowly, so slowly, Isabella backed away from Simon, holding his hand. He and the boy followed her, inching out of the wood’s protection into the harsh openness of the fields. Each footfall felt as if Simon might be stepping on fire or, worse, nothing at all. As if he and the boy might be about to plunge into the depths of the earth, the skin of its surface closing over them, leaving them in limbo, wracked only by unimaginable tortures and the cruelty of demons. Such was the power of the tales Simon had learned at his mother’s side. Isabella kept on smiling and he fastened his eyes on her, taking what courage he could from her apparently calm expression, her wide blue eyes, darker than her brother’s, and her unhurried movements.


    The boy moaned and hung back. Simon bent his head to whisper soothing words, casting a mind-net of comfort over the child’s thoughts. Something to stop the boy truly seeing the mountain. The net would not be permanent, and he would have to deal with the boy’s fear soon enough, as well as his own. But Simon did not know what else to do. After a while, they walked forward again.


    At last, when he was far enough away from the woods and into the open land to make it foolish to run back, Isabella let go of his hand. Simon took a breath, which turned out to be more ragged than he’d hoped. Damn his cowardice. When would it ever leave him?


    “I’ve never been here before,” Simon said. “Not this far away from what I know in the Lammas Lands. It’s funny, but I thought if you went beyond the woods and the narrow fields after them you would die. It’s what the people are taught here. Especially since the wars in our neighbours’ lands, and the rumours of wars to come. They say there are terrors and demons here, the like of which we have never known.”


    It was Johan, not Isabella, who answered him. Naturally, the reply gave Simon no comfort.


    “There is nothing here which need terrify you,” he said, “but I cannot say the same for what may lie ahead.”


    


    Isabella


    It makes her laugh inside to see her brother so scornful. Hartstongue cuts a sorry figure on this journey Gelahn has permitted them to take. His fear is so strong; it almost covers every other emotion in his mind. He has no control. He is an unholy mix of terror, dread, confusion, misplaced love, loneliness and grief. Isabella can hardly bear to come close to his thoughts; they are as bitter herbs on her tongue.


    But she must act as Gelahn wishes it. There is something about Hartstongue that the mind-healer wishes to study before destroying him. And she will do as he asks, biding her time until the order to kill is given.


    Now, without waiting for what answer Hartstongue might make to her brother’s mockery, although the truth is that the fool has none, Johan turns and begins to stride away, north-eastward into the approaching dawn. At once, Isabella follows him. A moment or so goes by before the scribe does the same. He has no other choice.


    Two winter stories’ length later, the four of them have crossed fields scraggy with weeds and wild corn. Quickly, Isabella gathers some, wondering what poisons they will make together. After that they climb slight inclines and descend into long, gentle valleys. All the time Hartstongue refuses to look at the mountains, now at an angle to the distant right of them. Sweat makes his shirt cling to his chest and twice he stumbles, almost falling. She makes no move to help him or the boy walking like a ghost, barely aware of his surroundings.


    It is only when the morning is beginning to ring with the sound of waking birds, and small creatures stir in the bracken, that the scribe’s laboured walking forces Johan to call a halt. He points to a darker outline of shadow on their left.


    “There,” he says to Hartstongue. “We’ll have to stop for a while. Isabella will look at your wounds properly. We must journey faster than this.”


    


    Simon


    The man was a hard taskmaster, Simon thought. They’d been walking all night and now he would permit them only a short rest. How long did Johan expect them to maintain this pace? He was a scribe, not a farmer. Thinking of hard taskmasters, however, brought Ralph to his mind, but he refused to allow himself to dwell on the thought for long.


    Instead, Simon followed where Johan pointed and came to two mounds of earth, apparently dug by animals, perhaps foxes. An ash, dying where it stood, clung by meagre roots to one mound, while drifting its branches a few feet from the top of the other. The arch of it formed a kind of shelter. Johan gave one of the branches a quick tug, but the tree held fast.


    “It’s safe enough,” he said. “Come.”


    They sat down, Johan a little apart from the rest, keeping watch back along the way they had travelled. Simon wondered why he needed to do this, as he should have been able to use his mind skills, but then remembered what lately Johan had been putting them through.


    It was then that the boy began to shake and the mind-net started to fail. Simon was astonished it had lasted as long as it had.


    “Hush there,” he whispered as the boy blinked furiously up at him. “You’re safe, you’re with me, remember? With Simon. There’s no Thomas. And no mind-executioner. Everything’s all right.”


    For a moment, the boy continued to stare at Simon, a frown crinkling his forehead. Then the mind-net finally vanished. The boy’s eyes widened as he looked up at the sky, now completely suffused with pink and gold, and then sideways, seeing nothing he knew. The scribe felt his sudden tension, knew at once the kind of legends his mind would be reiterating, and whispered words of comfort again.


    “It’s all right, little one. The place is unfamiliar, but you’re with friends. There’s no danger. We’re safe.”


    Isabella edged closer and placed one slim hand on the boy’s shoulder. His eyes darted towards her, back to Simon, and then to Isabella again, as she removed her hand. He relaxed and smiled. Whatever she had done to soothe him, Simon was grateful. All the while, he made sure the boy’s back was to the mountains, looming like vast monsters at the horizon’s end, so that all he saw would be their faces, the trees and the empty sky.


    “For him, all is as it should be now,” Isabella murmured.


    “Yes. Thank you.”


    She nodded, but made no direct reply to Simon’s thanks, choosing instead to focus on more practical matters.


    “As my brother asked,” she said, “I will tend to your wounds.”


    Simon stayed her hand. “Yes, soon. But, first, I must show the boy the truth of where we are.”


    Setting the boy on his feet, Simon knelt and waited for him to come fully to himself. The mountains framed his small, threadbare figure.


    “Little one,” Simon said and watched him smile, “There is something I need to tell you. Something you need to see. When you see it, you need to be brave. As, indeed, you always are. Do you understand?”


    Simon watched shadows cross the boy’s brow as he hesitated a moment before nodding.


    “Good,” he said, choosing which lies would be most believed. “Now, you need to know this. We are no longer in danger. The village lies far behind. Where we are is a place not known to us. But, there is no need to be afraid. We are together, and our new friends here will protect us. Little one, we are on our way to the mountains.”


    When Simon finished speaking, he wondered again at his own capacity for untruths. The boy made no sound, but simply blinked again. Taking him by the shoulders and feeling his thin frame beneath his fingers, Simon slowly turned him around so that he was safe in his arms but facing the mountains.


    For a moment nothing happened. Then the boy’s body stiffened; Simon could feel the terror sifting through the boy like wheat, pouring itself upward through his hands and into his heart. Then the boy cried out, an anguished cry, heard only in Simon’s thoughts. A young fox about to be torn apart by the huntsmen’s hounds.


    “No. Little one, listen… Listen to me…”


    But he wouldn’t. He was already beyond the comfort of words. The cry went on and on, rising higher and higher in Simon’s mind, and the boy twisted, the unsaid words in him ricocheting through the air: Run. Escape. Death. Pain. But Simon clung to him. As he was now, the boy would be too swift and if he ran back to the village, he would certainly die. The thought of that made bile rise in Simon’s throat. He couldn’t let him go. Shutting down all interference from outside—Isabella’s focus on the boy, Johan’s impatience mixed with compassion, the air’s bite, all the noise of the waking world—Simon concentrated entirely on sending what little peace he had out from his mind, through his body and into the boy’s struggling one, praying all the while that the physical contact would do what his debilitated power could not. He also cursed the legends that could make a child so afraid. In all his time in the Lammas Lands as Ralph’s and the villagers’ scribe, he’d never focused on the frightening stories in his lessons.


    For another few moments—any longer and the scribe might have lost him—the boy continued to twist and turn, dragging Simon on his knees across the hard earth and carpet of weeds and twigs beneath.


    Little one, little one, trust me, be at peace. At last the repeated words found a home within the boy and he ceased his struggles, and began instead to cry. The rhythmic sobbing cut Simon’s own clarity in two, and he turned the boy around, hugging him to his chest.


    “Hush there,” Simon said again, this time aloud, as the curtain of his mind lifted and the outside world came tumbling in again. The breeze. The sharp cry of a wolf somewhere in the distance, and the scent of wet leaves on soil. “Hush.”


    When he could breathe again, Simon glanced in Johan’s direction. For a second, his face was as impassive as stone, and then he nodded.


    “Hurry with your comfort,” he said. “We don’t have the time, and Isabella must do her work quickly.”


    


    Isabella


    Isabella is already kneeling on the earth, the dark brown layers of her skirt blending with the soil beneath. The branches provide a net of protection from a threatening sky. She frowns at Hartstongue. There will be no gentleness in the performance of her duties. She wants him to know it.


    The scribe loosens his grip on the boy, who folds himself onto the ground and almost vanishes into the darkness of the mound behind him. Only the slight shake of his body, as he weeps silently, gives him away. Hartstongue sighs. Isabella knows he is thinking of the horrors that lie only a short way ahead and is wondering if he was right to bring his young companion even this far.


    “Come,” she says, spinning a veneer of compassion in her voice and mind, just enough to fool him. “I need to give your wounds more oil. Be still.”


    The scribe watches as she tears a handful of long, thick-stemmed grasses from next to the tree roots and forms them into a makeshift pad base. Next, she reaches into her cloak and takes a sprinkling of herbs out of the pouch she always carries and mixes them with one or two drops of citrus and eucalyptus oil. It only galls her that none of this will harm him.


    “What herbs are you using?” he asks.


    She answers without looking up.


    “Calendula and hypericum. They’re the best for flesh wounds. And because what you suffer has been caused by the misuse of mind-power, I’m adding a portion of maplewood. It gives the mixture the strength you need.”


    “So, you’re a wisewoman then, as well as a mind-dweller. Like my mother.” Hartstongue stops abruptly, already regretting the last few words. Those words give Isabella a point of contact with him, which may prove useful to Gelahn in the future.


    “Your mother was a wisewoman?” Isabella looks up at the scribe, pausing for a moment in her task. Of course, she already knows the man’s history, but speaking it aloud will give him pain.


    “Yes. I think so,” Hartstongue replies, “although it was never talked about. She… she died when I was very young.”


    “But you remember her?”


    “Yes. I remember the summer afternoons when she would gather herbs and leaves for oil. I used to watch her too, as she worked. While my father was in the fields, she would sit in the garden, humming, as she made her potions. I can never quite remember the tune she used to sing, but occasionally, every now and again, I think I can hear snatches of it.”


    “And what did she make?”


    The scribe closes his eyes as Isabella mutters a blessing—of sorts—over her efforts and begins layering the leaves across each other to make a poultice. As, still chanting, she soothes the mixture over his legs, she can tell he is remembering. So much so, that he does not realise that the words she sings are ones to make the bad memories remain.


    “My mother made salves for people who were sick,” Hartstongue says, his voice drifting like smoke away from them. “Neighbours or travellers, mostly. They would come at night or early in the morning and ask her for help. My father didn’t like it. I think he was afraid. But he never tried to stop her. She would make whatever was needed, and then take it in a basket of fruit or honey cakes to them. In return, they would give her small gifts—a crab-apple tree for our garden, a chicken or two, mead for my father. It all seemed very safe, very familiar, looking back. Until, of course, the time when she… she...”


    Opening his eyes again, the scribe shakes his head and says no more. Isabella doesn’t pursue the matter. The magic is nearly done. Instead, she asks him something else, which may bring him further pain.


    “Was it your mother who taught you your letters?”


    


    Simon


    “Yes.” As Simon spoke, he remembered for the first time that in the rescue of the boy he had abandoned his precious writing tools in his dwelling. Other things had driven the need for them from him. They had been a gift from his mother, all he had left of her now. The bile rose into his mouth like an accusation, but he swallowed it down. He would have to carve his own tools if he wanted to write again, or teach the boy, should he be given the opportunity to do so.


    Isabella’s hands on Simon were firm, efficient, but she said no more. Instead, she finished salving the cuts on his legs and began to murmur another incantation over them. He could hear her words not only out loud but also in a faint echo in his mind.


    At first Simon felt nothing. Then a sensation of warmth began to move over his feet and across his ankles, as if rising from the earth itself. In fact, he glanced down, expecting to see fire, but nothing was there apart from grass, tree roots and Isabella’s fair hair. The heat rose through his legs, making his skin tinkle and itch so he gasped, causing Isabella to glance up. He might have been wrong, but he thought she sneered.


    “It’s all right,” she said, her expression showing nothing resembling the sneer he must have imagined. “This magic can do no harm.”


    A few moments later and she sat back, as if satisfied. “There. It is done. As my brother wishes.”


    Hardly believing what she was telling him, Simon ran his hand over where he expected scars to be and, instead of the tenderness of newly healed wounds, found only almost smooth skin. In the approaching light of the day, he saw that the scars, such as they were, were thin and faint. For a moment however, one glowed an angry red before fading again.


    “What?” he blurted out. “How did you…?”


    She shook her head and made no reply. Instead, she knelt before Simon and took hold of his face. Her closeness blocked out Simon’s view of anything else, and he was aware only of the freshness of her skin, the faint scent of lemons from the salve she’d made and the breadth of her forehead.


    While she studied him, Simon waited, not daring to breathe, until finally she let go and moved back. His breath came then as the coolness of water to a thirsty man. It struck him that he had been unable to sense any of her thoughts, even as they touched, and he wondered at the emptiness.


    “I will do my best,” she said, “but this time I promise nothing.”


    Isabella applied the same mixture to the knife wound on Simon’s cheek, and chanted what sounded like the same words she had sung before. The scribe waited but this time there was no answering touch of heat. After a few moments, she tried again before sitting back with a sigh.


    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ve done what I can. The herbs I have bathed it with will heal it, in time, but in this case I have no magic for the act.”


    “It’s all right,” he said. “You’ve done your best. There are worse things, after all.”


    As he spoke, the image of his writing tools, wrapped in their blue silk cover, still lying safe in the drawer where he’d left them, came to his mind. The strength of it was enough to echo in Isabella’s thoughts too, in spite of the way she must have been protecting herself. She flinched and looked up.


    “Writing? Blue silk?” she said, but Simon cut her off before she could say more.


    “It doesn’t matter,” he replied, shaking his head and trying to quell the sense of loss flooding him. “There’s nothing anyone can do now. We can’t go back.”


    “But they were special to you. A present from…?”


    “My mother. Yes.” Standing up suddenly, Simon stretched and stared away from her, out onto the fields ahead. Beside them, the boy uncurled from his temporary sanctuary and peeped out, his brown eyes wide, like a young animal fearful of what the day might bring. He stared at Simon with a look of trust as if the scribe had the complete, unquestionable ability to protect him from whatever should happen. Knowing his own fears, Simon chose not to touch his mind in case the boy found him out.


    Unexpectedly, Isabella frowned and rose to her feet. Without speaking, she walked away, around the hillock and past the tree. Her gait looked purposeful, but he could not see why she would have anywhere to go. A little way ahead, Simon could see Johan waiting.


    Simon and the boy were alone. What should he say to him? He had brought the boy here, thinking to rescue him, but neither had any knowledge of what lay in the future. Perhaps Simon should have let him be, not thought he could be of any help to the boy at all. Without him, the boy might have lived and died an unknown life, despised by the villagers, but at least he would not have been taken and cast out onto the path to the mysterious and deadly mountains with no way back. Once again, Simon’s choices were deeply wrong. He was both a fool and a coward.


    “I’m sorry,” he whispered, sinking down onto his haunches and stretching out one hand to the boy. “I’m sorry if what I’ve done has made things worse for you. I swear I will do all I can to help you through this, but I’m sorry that it has had to begin. My friend, truly, I think I bring you little luck.”


    Leaning back against the tree, Simon closed his eyes, let his hand drop and tried to think what best to do now. After a moment, he heard a slight rustling and, when he opened his eyes, the boy had shuffled closer, his hair sticking out from his face like young hog spikes. He was smiling, a gesture Simon tried to reciprocate. He failed.


    “Come now, boy,” he whispered, thinking it was up to him to show some kind of courage. Though the gods alone knew what sort. “I am too foolish. Pay no attention to what I say. I don’t know what might lie ahead, but at least we’re together. And alive. Never mind the strangeness of the people we find ourselves with. We can laugh at them together, can’t we? As we did with the village-dwellers in their rituals sometimes.”


    The boy continued to smile, and cuddled up underneath Simon’s arm. A heartbeat later and he reached out to touch Simon’s face, where Thomas’ knife wound had disfigured him. The boy’s eyes filled with tears, his smile now a distant memory; Simon could see the glitter of his tears in the sunlight. For another moment or two, he allowed the boy’s fingers to remain on his cheek while suppressing the instinctive response to use his touch as a conduit for thoughts, then he drew back. Without seeming to take offence, the boy reached under his thin cloak to untie his belt. He took out something the scribe couldn’t see and pressed it into his hands.


    “What’s this? Something you’ve found? Food? I…”


    Trailing off, Simon stared at the object—a round bundle wrapped in sacking and loosely tied with a cutting of coarse rope. As it fell apart over his hands, the covering gave off the scent of dust and mice. Inside was a pouch of blue silk tied with a golden cord.


    “What …?”


    Untying the knot, the scribe blinked down at the contents, thoughts racing for understanding, hardly able to believe the evidence of his eyes. A newly-sharpened knife, the handle carved with a moon and the silver sea, a tiny pot of ink, a supply of winter-beech leaves, a scrap or two of calfskin, and his second-best goose quill. Not all of his writing equipment, but enough to work with; for a while.


    He found he couldn’t speak. Not for the world. Instead, Simon looked down at his small companion, now clutching his arm and grinning wildly.


    “D-did you…? Did you…?” he managed to stammer out. Then, imagining the gamut of dangers the boy must have had to run against the wiles of Ralph and the mind-executioner in order to salvage even so much of these precious tools, he stopped trying, placed the collection on the earth and hugged the boy to his heart.


    “Thank you, little one,” he said, smoothing down the boy’s hair and kissing his forehead. “It is a great gift. But, you shouldn’t have done such a thing. Next time, you must take care and think of yourself only. As I have always said, there is danger in too much courage. You should learn to be a coward. Like me. Do you understand?”


    The boy nodded and then smiled again, impervious to any scolding Simon might give, just as a sudden rustling noise drew their attention to the trees. Johan was standing almost behind them, hidden in shadow. Simon didn’t know how much he might have overheard, then wondered whether it mattered.


    For moment, it seemed as if Johan might step forward to say something, but then the cry of an autumn lark pierced the chill air and he vanished away, as if he had never been there at all. Simon blinked a couple of times to try to trace his path, but with no success.


    


    Isabella


    Gelahn has provided food for them, as well as wisdom for her. Isabella is right in doing what she has started—the introduction of slow poisons to Hartstongue’s blood. The scribe must be kept alive for long enough for the mind-healer to plunder his secrets. Simon is a fool, having no inkling of them himself. After Gelahn obtains his secrets, death will be the only path for him.


    Returning to the shelter, Isabella carries an armful of water-leaves and a few bright melonberries. The boy leaps on them as if he has been on the verge of starvation. Within seconds, his face is smeared with the rich lemon-coloured juices. The sight disgusts her, but she laughs.


    “Leave some for us, too.”


    “It’s all right,” Simon says. “He understands. He’s good at sharing and knowing what matters. Very good indeed.”


    With a sweep of his hand, he indicates the blue bundle and its contents, which Isabella has already noted. She nods.


    “Yes,” she says, her voice low enough not to carry to the boy. “I knew he’d done this. I saw it in his mind. Your writing equipment must be very special to you.”


    “It is. But not special enough for a friend to risk his life to recover it for me. I’m grateful, if only so we can continue his lessons.”


    Seeing a chance to shame him, she takes it. “You should not reject, no matter how lightly, anything a friend does for your sake, Simon.”


    Simon blushes and lowers his head, pretending to inspect his writing tools. He reaches for a few melonberries, and Isabella says a line of magic under her breath so that the taste of them will drive his shame deeper.


    “You’re right, of course. I’m sorry,” he says at last. But by then the damage is done.


    A few minutes pass, punctuated only by the happy munching of the boy, who, as Hartstongue had predicted, is even now dividing the remaining berries and leaves into three equal portions. They eat without further talking.


    


    Simon


    After Simon could suck no more from the leaves, licking all berry juice from his fingers, he looked around for Johan.


    “Where is your brother?” he asked Isabella. “He should eat before the leaves go dry.”


    “He will not be long. He always meditates at this time of day.”


    Simon made no reply, but her words surprised him. Surely Johan wished to continue the journey before their enemies caught them? Why would he delay now? They needed to go.


    Isabella snorted.


    “You are too fearful,” she said. “My brother’s meditation is strong enough to hide us from discovery. And the power in it will also help us on our journey. Besides, he will not be long.”


    Simon swallowed and did not reply. He could not disagree with Isabella’s judgement, but the fact that she had spoken her scorn aloud made his skin grow hot. He tried turning his mind to other questions.


    In his world, it had been a long time since meditation of any kind had been accepted as familiar practice. If Simon wished to calm his soul and know his thoughts more fully, he was obliged to perform the ritual in secret for fear of too many questions. For a long time, he had not dared to do anything more than the bare minimum to survive. Nor, in truth, had he wanted to. Johan and Isabella’s world must be very different.


    Why did things which had once been a normal part of everyday life, now appear to be so difficult to practise? Even though Simon had only fully dwelt within a village during the last two year-cycles, he had seen what people did and how they spent their days. The dwellers of the lands he had travelled through, and indeed the Lammas Lands, had been happy, free underneath their various masters; or relatively so. They had farmed, meditated, laughed, talked, and spent time together. But, during these last two year-cycles, the wars and rumours of wars they had heard of in the lands to the south had gradually taken over; the people’s freedoms had begun to be lost. Subtly, but inexorably, lost.


    Was it to do with his encounter with Gelahn? Simon wondered. Was the mind-executioner the instigator of the wars which had befallen the neighbours of the Lammas Lands? But, why would a mind-executioner wish to have land? And in a way which involved bloodshed? He—or she—would have power enough to take what he wanted without anyone standing against him. Simon could see no sense in it. Instead, the lands south of Ralph’s had been subject to torment; the Marshlands with their brown, gentle-eyed people had ceased trading only two moon-cycles ago. What had become of them? It was over a whole year since anyone had heard from the Towns of the Plain. They were situated beyond the Marshlands. The Marsh people would talk of them regularly, but had not done so since that time. Where were they?


    More importantly, why did no one ask questions? Why did he not do so?


    They waited for half a story length before Johan returned, enough time to settle and know expectancy before either boredom or the approach of the conclusion began to rise. Simon passed the time by ensuring his goose quill was sharp and the knife clean. For a while, he considered offering the boy a lesson, revising the skills he’d learned before, but thought the boy would be too distracted to concentrate. Not that Simon thought he’d be any less distracted. Also, he did not know when they would again be setting off. Or to where they were travelling. Writing was not a task to be undertaken with a divided mind.


    When at last Johan’s tall figure loomed at the edge of the shelter, he didn’t say what he’d been doing beneath the trees. He ate the berries and drank from the now dried-up leaves in silence as Isabella sat beside him. The boy played shadow games in the sun, laughing and running from his own shape, while Simon watched Johan’s expression for signs of what he had done.


    He saw none. No outward indication of the peace the ritual must have given him, or if it was worth undergoing at all. But something around Johan, an aura hovering about his frame, made him appear more at ease, more certain of the path he had decided to travel. Whatever it might be. How Simon envied him that. With the strength Johan must have gained from his meditation, Simon didn’t dare try to read his thoughts without permission, so could discover nothing else.


    He turned aside, but Johan had already risen to his feet and was taking the two or three short strides over the parched soil towards him. Simon tensed, having no idea what Johan might do.


    


    Johan


    Standing over the scribe, Johan’s body casts the other man into shadow. His meditation has been inconclusive, but there is no time for more. The enemy is close. They have to go. But first he must test Simon. If he finds no purity in him Johan has already decided to abandon the mission. If this happens, he admits to himself that it will be something of a relief, in spite of the shame it will bring. He longs for the city, no matter how ravaged; he has no liking for this land of grass and rivers. No matter what the elders may say, the game is too much stacked against them. He must think of his sister.


    “You have many questions in your mind, Simon Hartstongue,” he says. “Don’t you? Perhaps too many.”


    Simon gazes up at him. “It’s no crime to be curious. At least as long as one does not act on it. Is it a crime in your world?”


    “Indeed it is not.”


    Moving swiftly, Johan crouches down opposite the scribe, so near that they are almost touching. Keeping the subtle distance required by custom, he looks straight into Simon’s face, marking the wild churning of his thoughts. Even the boy ceases his playing.


    “The cuts on your legs have healed, Simon, but you will always have that scar,” he tells him. “There are some wounds that even Isabella cannot cure. Tell me, did you deserve it?”


    “What do you think?” Simon hisses. “Yes, I deserved it.”


    “Why?”


    “I killed the woman the blacksmith loved.”


    After a moment, Johan nods. The muscles in his shoulders unclench. He hasn’t expected to hear this admission of wrongdoing so soon from a man such as this, but it is good. It may even help keep them a hair’s breadth in front of the enemy’s pursuit for a while; which is just the advantage they need, when they have no others. Rising to his feet, Johan looks towards the mountains.


    “Then justice has been done,” he says. “Come. We will travel on. And, while we do so, I will tell you the reason for our journey.”


    


    Simon


    At least Johan was satisfied with what he’d learned. The same could not be said of Simon. They travelled for two more day-cycles, the mountains, with the mysteries they held, growing ever nearer. During that time, Simon learned from where his companions came, and the mission they sought to complete.


    “My sister and I come from a place a moon’s journey from here,” Johan said, as he strode onwards. “Our birthplace, Gathandria, lies over the waters, a place we will come to on our travels. It is a peaceful city, or rather, it was. A place of tall, silver buildings, where the light catches the angles and makes the air brighter. Where we live, we have galleries, shops, theatres and parks. The land around it is full of cedars and pines, of woods flush with lilies in spring and moss in the autumn. Our people are happy, as they live under the wise rule of the Council of Elders. Unlike the Lammas Lands, we do not have lords who rule over us with cruelty and no one can take away what we have. Nobody dies for their crimes. Such an act would be unspeakable.”


    He paused and Simon felt a shiver of his companion’s disgust pass over his skin.


    “It sounds beautiful, this Gathandria,” Simon said. “I envy you.”


    “You shouldn’t. It is not like that now. But, the one major aspect about our people that is a contrast to yours is the fact that all of us, every child born in our country, is a mind-dweller. Like yourself.”


    Simon stopped for a moment and blinked at them both. They did not pause, so he hurried to keep up.


    “I don’t believe you,” he whispered. “It is not possible. Mind-dwellers are that way—I am this way—because of disease or dysfunction or because someone has…”


    He broke off, unable to complete the sentence. Johan finished his words for him.


    “Because someone has gifted you with the ability. Is that what you meant to say?”


    Unable to speak, Simon nodded. The world before him blurred before easing back into focus once more.


    “That is not true,” Johan said. “At least, not entirely. The ability of dwelling in minds is neither a gift given by another, nor a disease to signify shame. Where Isabella and I come from, it is a natural part of our lives, a source of delight, and a sign of growing up. Though, of course, those more experienced help you to live in it.”


    Simon snorted. “As I have said then, it must be a place of paradise that you come from, to know such freedom and not be shunned because of it.”


    Johan smiled and shook his head. “No world is a paradise. And ours is certainly not that now. It is only another land, like the next. The difference is in the customs, and the people.”


    Simon thought for a moment. Something seemed wrong. “So where is this Gathandria? Why have we never heard of it before?”


    “Because, as I said, it is beyond the place of waters, which we have yet to travel through. And there have been no tales to tell. You live amongst a people who pay heed to the journeys of the stars, whereas I come from a people where the most important journey is that of the mind. The path of the stars is fixed, but the mind always needs new experiences, new places to explore. We have been to your world, Simon, but as yet you have not been to ours.”


    “Is that our destination now?” Simon asked. “To reach your home?”


    “Yes,” Isabella and Johan said together, the woman’s voice as strong as her brother’s. “Yes, that is the reason we came for you.”


    Simon’s mind was sparking in a hundred different directions, and his heart was beating rapidly. “Why? Why rescue me from death to take me to paradise? What little qualities do I have to add to your world that it does not already have in abundance?”


    Johan’s overwhelming sadness swept over Simon, who struggled for breath so he would not succumb to it.


    “It is to do with the war,” the other man said.


    “Which war?”


    “The war between our peoples, which started over four of your generations ago, and which has been rising, falling, and rising again ever since.”


    “That’s not true. There’s been no war,” Simon said, catching up at last and peering into their faces. “Since the wars in the mountains, the only battles have been within our own lands. No one like you has been involved; no, it has been about internal power and property, the poor murmuring against the rich, or the people turning against those like myself who…”


    He trailed off and drew back, fingers rubbing at his cheek. Everything seemed to be changing, or perhaps poised on the brink of a dark leap the scribe couldn’t fathom. A sigh then, stronger in Simon’s mind than in the air. Again, he felt Johan’s deep-seated grief but, from Isabella, only an emptiness.


    “Tell me what you mean,” he said.


    For a moment, Johan stopped. He glanced back along the path, frowned and began to walk again.


    “The war began, as I have already said,” he continued, “about four of your generations ago. The enemy, whom you met at Lord Tregannon’s, was jealous of the life we, and our people, have. Indeed the enemy was once one of us, but he misused his power to gain prestige, and to maim or kill others. He wandered through many countries, those we knew of and those we did not. This occurred in the days of your father’s grandfather. I believe the legends you have speak of him from that time?”


    “Yes,” the scribe whispered, “yes they do, but…”


    “He is the same man, believe me. The years are valued differently amongst us.”


    “I see.”


    Johan paused, as if leaving the scribe space to say more, but he did not know where to begin. His heart was still pounding. After a moment longer, Johan continued.


    “The enemy took the name that you know him by, when he found himself amongst you, perhaps because it is filled with resonances of your most ancient traditions and the oral history of your stars. The one who has power. His real name, which is not as you know him, is…no longer spoken. Soon he discovered that of all the lands he had travelled through during the years of his exile, you were the only peoples with a hint of the mind powers he had once been privileged to know. Therefore he decided to stay, and to manipulate those powers to take his vengeance on the Gathandrians, the people who had exiled him.”


    “I don’t understand,” Simon interrupted. “How can civil war in one place affect a world as far away as yours must be? Our land wars were devastating of course, and many died, but my ancestors fought only amongst themselves. And with the mountain people. There are no legends of another people, especially one like yours.”


    Johan shook his head. “Our enemy masterminded the battles. Whenever one of our people uses their powers to harm and destroy others, all our people suffer for it. However far away from you, we could feel your agony. Every one of your deaths tore into the flesh of our own, as it is doing now. Finally, the elders captured him and imprisoned him in Gathandria, so he could do no more harm, and your ancestors recovered. There was no more fighting. But then…”


    “Then…?”


    “Then,” Johan sighed, “two year-cycles ago the enemy escaped. We do not know how. Once we have captured him again, we will have to find out. But we have no opportunity for that now. For this time, the enemy took with him the mind-cane. The last of those written of in the legends. Because of it, his power is far greater and the damage more long-lasting. Recently it has been far worse—we don’t know why. Even the night we began our journey here, my sister and I were subject to a terrifying mind-attack. The Gathandrian city I have told you about is no longer beautiful or elegant. Our buildings are largely destroyed, the parks blackened with mind-fire, and our people dying. This is why we have come. To you in the Lammas Lands, the danger may seem minimal at the moment, as the battles fought are small and apparently contained in the beginning. But, they finish with an almost total destruction of every living thing. At the same time, the enemy uses his power to dull the minds of neighbouring lands so they do not question the loss of trade or friendships. You have seen that for yourself in the Lammas Lands, haven’t you?”


    Simon nodded, “The marsh people have been gone for many months and no one has questioned it.”


    “Indeed. You only do so now as you are with us, travelling towards the mountains, where the enemy has already done his work. The magic over you is weakening.”


    “How do you know so much?” Simon asked, knowledge easing into place in his mind like the scrape of the pen forming words and meaning. “Is it the powers you have?”


    “Yes, as well as our responsibilities. Gathandria, you see, has an overseeing duty toward all the countries around it, not just its own people and lands. We are the keepers of the mind, and share responsibility for how mental powers are used through all the lands. It is as the link between the rain and the grass; both need the other, one for somewhere to rest and the other as the means of growth.”


    Unable to help himself, Simon laughed. “If that is the truth, then it seems to be that you have not been performing your duties that well. You use your powers freely, but here our powers are seen as criminal. We must keep them secret.”


    Johan flushed. “Yes, it is part of the enemy’s victories. Even when he was imprisoned in Gathandria, the damage he’d begun was hard to stop.”


    “Impossible to stop,” Simon interrupted. “Many like me have died, and not just in the last two year-cycles. More than that, you let Gelahn escape and…”


    Without warning, Johan swung around and jammed his hand over Simon’s mouth. “Now that I have told you our history, you must take care not to say the enemy’s name. I know you have spoken it before, but now that you know us more fully, his name will bring him to us more quickly. Forgive me. I should have explained this earlier.”


    Simon shrugged him off. “Perhaps there are many things you should have told me earlier. You have been judging me, and finding me light in the balance since we first met, but I am not the only one who has fallen short in my behaviour, am I? How many have I led to their deaths, and how many have you?”


    


    Johan


    Simon is right; Johan has not seen it that way before. He should have done however, oh yes, he should have done. But Johan cannot bear to think of that now, and has no answer to give him.


    Gods and stars, he thinks, as he turns and continues the journey. The man is a coward, but he is not quite the fool they had thought him to be.


    From nowhere, a vision of Annyeke flashes into his mind. She would certainly have something to say about it, and Johan has a feeling that it would not be against the scribe.


    


    Isabella


    The plains give way to small valleys and foothills, promising a greater danger ahead. She is glad of it. It makes her laugh to hear her brother being so reasonable with Hartstongue; there is no need for him to waste his effort.


    Isabella wishes she could tell him, but she can’t. Not yet.


    They eat from the shrubs and berries the scribe finds for them, and quench their thirst on the water-grasses that grow in the shadow of the elms. This, at least, is a task Hartstongue is good at. Isabella imagines that over the year-cycles, he has run away from what he should face and been forced to live wild many times. Once, in the heat of midday, he finds a stream, which gurgles and gushes between its emergence from an outcrop of rock and its descent into a muddied hole in the ground only a few feet away. It looks clean enough, and they come to no harm. Or rather, she and her brother do not. Her rough magic still works on Hartstongue, but slowly; as Gelahn wishes it.


    


    Simon


    On the evening of the first day, still digesting Johan’s tales, Simon surprised a buck-rabbit on the path, took a stone and killed it as it ran for cover. Gathering sticks the next morning, the four travellers made a fire and ate the creature greedily, dividing the flesh as fairly as possible between them. It tasted differently from what he was used to, leaving a bitter coating on the tongue, but he shrugged it off as part of the strangeness of the journey. His mind was filled instead with the question he had not yet asked his companions—Why him? However, he did not have the courage to ask it.


    After the story telling, they didn’t talk much; most conversation arose out of necessity—when to rest, when to eat, where to sleep. And which of the three adults would take the first watch of the night, because the knowledge of their pursuers, and the power they possessed, always lay on the travellers’ minds. Simon could feel the dank fear of it like an aura around their heads. Still, the question continued to beat at his mind, craving an answer:—Why him? And another question too—when will Ralph and the one Simon should call “the enemy” overtake them?


    By the end of the second day, the mountains were so close that they loomed almost high enough to block out the sky. The closer they came, the more the boy and Simon lagged behind their two companions, in spite of the necessity to hurry. He couldn’t tell which of them was the more reluctant. Though, if he were being honest, it was he. As the sun began to set, and the great rocks to take on a more forbidding aspect, the boy’s small fingers slipped into Simon’s and clung to him as they walked. Glancing down, he noticed the boy looked more fragile, and Simon could sense the despair in his heart.


    “Johan,” Simon called out. “Wait.”


    Johan stopped, but Isabella turned to make her way back.


    “What is it?” she asked, a frown crossing her face. “We must keep going.”


    “I understand,” Simon replied. “But it’s nearly dark. The boy is getting tired, as am I. More than I would have imagined. You obviously have strength enough for ten men, but mere mortals such as we are should rest soon. And…”


    “There is no time for this.” Johan’s deep voice rolled over Simon’s lies, sweeping them away as a river in flood. “Besides, what you say is not the truth. You are not too tired to walk a little further; you are afraid. Of the mountains.”


    Simon made sure his grip on the boy’s hand was firm and comforting. “Why shouldn’t I be afraid? And the boy, too. Both of us have been raised on tales of destruction and terror, which stem from the mountains you speak of so lightly. It is in our blood. This is a place where few have gone for generations, and those who do never return. Almost everything that has come from them since the wars has harmed or destroyed us. There are monsters in the clefts in the rock, which can suck the soul from your body and leave your flesh rotting even as you live. There are arrows which torture and kill the mind, which you cannot escape. You wonder why we are afraid? You may say these are only stories, but stories have power; they can change lives, and they can kill.”


    In the silence following his words, Simon could hear the drumming of blood to his ears. Isabella made a sudden movement with her hand, as if in dismissal, but Johan shook his head. When he spoke, his answer failed either to reassure or to confirm the legends.


    “Some of what you have said is true,” he whispered, “and some of what you have said is a lie. All I know is that we must go a little further tonight to reach the shelter we seek, which will give us protection for tonight, in order to be close enough to our initial destination, although not our final one. You see, Simon Hartstongue, tomorrow, at dawn, we must enter the mountains. Whether you will or not.”


    All night Johan’s words haunted Simon. He lay awake, looking up at the stars, listening to the distant cry of the night-owl at her work. He kept his back to the mountains. After that conversation, they had walked for a further hour or so, even in the dark, before finally stopping in the shelter of a valley, where a grove of elms provided some ease from the wind. By then, both the boy and Simon could hardly stand. They ate the last of the food, and sucked the remains of any nourishment from the water-leaves. It seemed to do Simon no good, although the others looked refreshed enough. Here there was no stream, and no sign of any animal life he might catch and eat, though it would have been impossible without light to see by. Neither did he have the strength for it.


    Johan took the first watch, and Simon gazed after the shadow of his back as he returned along the path they’d travelled. Only a few moments and he vanished into the night, as if swallowed up by it. A little apart from the rest, for modesty’s sake, Isabella spread out her cloak on the ground and then wrapped herself up in it. Almost immediately, her breathing steadied and grew rhythmic, and Simon knew she slept. Next to him, the boy, too, was asleep.


    The only creatures awake tonight were Johan and Simon. Small comfort. A longing for Ralph hit home, in spite of everything, but he tried to ignore it. Instead, he lay down, listening to the hum of the boy’s mind as he dreamed his dreams.


    It took a while for Simon’s eyes to become accustomed to the pattern of the stars. At first, they shimmered at the corner of his vision, but soon he could look at them directly and trace their shapes in his mind. All of the Whitelanders, and some of the Lammas people, believed in the strength of the stars’ wisdom, but for Simon it had always more closely resembled a game. Although, sometimes he wondered.


    First, the Owl, queen of the skies, the sign Simon was born under. He longed for the wisdom she was said to endow her children with, but such a gift had never been his. In fact, as far back as he could remember, the shape of her had been obscured by the encroaching journey of the fox. The stars were never still. The Fox. Ralph’s sign; a symbol of swiftness and cunning. Gods, that much was true. Had always been so. One day soon, in the lands amongst the clouds, the fox’s teeth and tail would overpower all memory of the owl. Simon wondered if she would still be there, once the fox’s path had moved on.


    The battle taking place far above in the stars held no surprises, echoing as it did the way in which Ralph had so swiftly bent Simon to his will. And more. Even now, after what had taken place, Simon’s body still longed for him. Missed his touch. No, craved it, even though what they’d done together had been wrong. In his sleeplessness, he twisted and shifted his position to try and break the memory but it was no good. His mind betrayed him most; the space in his thoughts where Ralph’s presence dwelled lay empty.


    Cursing under his breath, Simon blinked and tried to focus again on the changing patterns of the stars. What came next in the skies’ mysteries? Yes, above the Owl, fragile as she had become, flickered the starlight leaves of the Oak. Something strong and eternal. He knew nobody born under that symbol, did he? A moment’s confusion, then he remembered. Reaching up, he traced his fingers over the scar. Of course. Thomas. How could he have forgotten? An acid taste in his mouth, he closed his eyes and tried to forget again. How could an owl ever damage an oak? The world Simon lived in was deeply wrong somewhere; such things should not have occurred. But it was he who had made them come to pass.


    When he opened his eyes again, his sight was blurred. At his side, the boy sighed a little and Simon smiled. It felt good to have one friend near him, no matter how small and helpless that friend might be. Gazing once more at the skies, he found the boy’s sign. The Wolf. Some distance to the left of the Owl and Oak, but still most definitely in that region of the sky. If Simon let his mind drift free, he could almost see the glitter of the animal’s jaw and the expectation of the hunt. The boy was loyal, of course. Hadn’t that been proven beyond all doubt in recent days? But there was no fierceness in him, just as there was neither wisdom nor gentleness in Simon. Or so Thomas would proclaim. He’d be right too.


    Simon allowed his gaze to range over the rest of the heavens, repeating the mantras he found there; the destinations written in the night skies. Beyond those he knew now, there were stars for whom he knew no one. The River, a long line of large stars stretching almost across the whole expanse of the sky. A symbol of refreshment. In the darkest months of winter, when the River shone most brightly, was when the rains would come.


    Slipping over the next symbol, saving it for last, he studied the Horseman. The seventh sign. Clouds obscured his distant glory tonight but Simon knew, without being told, how the outline of his spurs nudged his horse onwards, following forever the River’s distant path. Those born in the Horseman’s autumn months were said to be either brave or dangerous, and the people retold many long stories about them; especially during the winters. He had no way of telling if their stories were true, as he knew no one born with that mark upon them.


    Further up from the Horseman came the Lovers. Two figures merged together, the sex of both indeterminate, allowing the Love Symbol’s followers freedom in sexual choice, should they have riches enough to be able to choose. Until Ralph, Simon had never paid much heed to the powers those stars could convey. And, with Ralph, he’d had no need of it. For a while.


    Damn him. He needed to shake the Lammas Master out of his thoughts, but Ralph would come to him every way, no matter how much Simon tried to block him. For a while, he concentrated instead on the final two star clusters. The Lone Man, and the Mountain. The latter was the furthest cluster, symbolising danger and threat. Those unlucky people born under the Mountain star were said to have a long journey to travel before the end of their lives was reached. Simon had known very few born in that season and those he did know, from the very distant past, always fought shy of admitting it. By the time he was a young boy, he had learned to not question anybody a second time about their birth season if the answer was not forthcoming on the first.


    Simon’s heart skittered over the Lone Man. Not a star group that could be seen regularly in the skies. He had never seen it in his lifetime and the legends spoke of how the heavens shifted and it was only visible once in every ten generations. Many times, as a boy, he had gazed up at the dark emptiness and wondered why something he would never see could be so fascinating. Perhaps the mystery of the unknown, although he thought that the mystery would be better played out in the head, not experienced, as now, in the reality of aching muscles and hunger.


    Not that he set much store by the power of the stars, or what they represented. They were only stories after all. Here and now in the loneliness of the night, he used them to distract his thoughts from his own sleeplessness and the dangers to come. Enough power existed in men’s lives; there was no need to allow the stars their sway also, although some believed in them.


    But still one shape remained in the skies. One the scribe hadn’t yet counted in his heart.


    The Elm.


    His mother’s star. Caught between the River and the Horseman, between refreshment and danger, her star-shape symbolised height and nourishment. Something which from the very beginning Simon had always associated with her.


    He blinked away tears and reached out his hand to touch the sleeping boy.


    Simon’s mother. The first thing he could remember about her was her hair. Long and golden, it sparkled in the sunlight like the corn. His own was darker but it still, in summer, tended to lighten in the sun to a shade that reminded him of hers. She had always kept it long and it was that, more than anything, which set her apart from the other women in the village of Hartstongue. His father, of course, was a native of the area and had lived all his life there. Perhaps he still lived there; Simon had no knowledge of whether his father was dead or alive, and he didn’t know whether or not he wanted to discover that truth. His father had always been a shadow in their small household, someone whose heart he was never able to reach. Besides, he had not found Simon’s mother; it was she who had sought out him. It was she who had been the traveller.


    Simon wondered why she’d stayed. Now it was too late to ask her. She’d died. She’d…


    No. Not now. This was neither the place nor the time for those kinds of thoughts. Before that had happened, there had been her life, and the part of it she’d shared with Simon. Her only child.


    He could remember the way she always rose early and prepared herself for the day, before the other women woke to knead dough, fetch water or walk to the fields with their menfolk to work. She would light a candle, take the smoothed copper plate she used as a makeshift mirror and hum while she brushed her hair, unknotting the tangles of the night and letting it fall untied, almost to her waist. She always wore something white. When she’d finished, she would smile at Simon. As far back as he could recall he’d loved to watch her. Afterwards, she would wake his father, and the three of them would share a breakfast of oats and barley water, and watch the sun rise.


    His father would then make his journey to the fields for his day’s work. He didn’t need to start as early as the other men, as his job was to supervise the harvest of the seasons. Because of this, Simon’s mother had no need to spend her days working alongside him to bring in extra money in order to live. His father’s wage was sufficient, and she was easily able to pursue her abiding interest in herbs and the healing they could bring. Looking back, the scribe realised they’d lived as a family in a state of grace in the midst of people whose day-to-day life was a struggle. Having been born to it, he didn’t understand why they were so different, or indeed even that they were. Nobody questioned it. But Simon’s mother would never have fitted into the ordinary life of the village. She was born to be different.


    Simon was eight years old when he began to understand how different.


    And he’d been nearly eleven when…


    


    Johan


    “Simon?”


    Johan whispers the scribe’s name softly so he does not startle him. He can tell that Simon is deep in thought.


    “What? What is it?” Simon’s voice shakes and Johan can only hope that he will prove strong enough to bear the next stage of the journey home. They need all the help the gods can give them.


    He does not reply, but skirts around where Isabella lies and comes to stand next to the scribe. At Simon’s side, the boy stirs but then sleeps on. Johan probes the scribe’s thoughts as he struggles to bring himself back to the present. It is dangerous to think too much of the past; the enemy can use it as a weapon, unless it is wrapped in the protective gift of story-telling. For the elders’ sakes, he must look after his charge.


    It surprises him to see the scribe has no defence against him, should he want to know all. Johan realises he could, with his power, even plumb the depths Simon has never admitted to himself. However, such an act would be distasteful so after a moment he withdraws.


    “What is it?” Simon says again, this time with more strength in his voice.


    “It is best we leave before dawn,” Johan replies. “It’s time for us to go through the mountains.”


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Fifth Gathandrian Interlude


    


    


    Annyeke


    “So,” said Annyeke, finally reaching the end of her explanation about the lemon tree and what she had seen on her way to meet the elders. “Gathandria has taken a small step towards healing. It must mean that Johan and Isabella are alive, and that Hartstongue is safe.”


    At her side, Talus gripped her hand and gave it a squeeze before letting go. The elders did not react quite so warmly. Perhaps they did not appreciate the venue of the meeting quite so much, Annyeke thought. Men set too much store by their working environment. Today, they were sitting in one of the theatre dressing rooms, disused now since its partial destruction during the previous spring-cycle. A few of the actors had tried to resurrect it, helped by poor Petran of course, but the effort failed. It seemed that once the enemy left his mark on a building, nothing anyone did would help bring it to life again.


    Now she stared around the broken mirrors, the abandoned wigs and torn costumes. If she turned her head quickly enough, she could also see the quiver of the elders’ mind-net, spun to protect them from harm. It was a shame, she thought, that they could not spin one large enough, and strong enough, to protect the whole city. Come to think of it, why couldn’t they do that anyway? Surely, if there were enough people with the necessary mind-skills, it would be an easy task. It was one of the ways they hoped the scribe would able to help them. Annyeke thought all these things, but the most important of all was why the elders did not respond to her news with the enthusiasm that she thought they should be feeling. Why did they not share her excitement?


    “As you say, we must hope that is the case,” the First Elder spoke, causing Annyeke to jump and wonder how deeply the speaker had been probing her. She should have been more circumspect in her imaginings, but it had never been her way. “If our travellers are still alive, then it would be natural for the land to sense its own salvation. That is news at which we all must indeed rejoice. Unfortunately, the mind-circle cannot be mended to the extent that we had hoped, so we cannot be sure.”


    He might have intended to say more, but Annyeke interrupted, still puzzling over his reaction. She needed him to get to the matter at hand. “How much can the circle be mended? Can we find out what’s happening now? Help them at all?”


    “My child,” one of the other elders spoke this time, “we have been patient with you and we know that your heart does not connect fully with our ways, but you must learn that there are reasons behind the customs that we have here. Your overseer understands this, and you have declared that you will speak with his voice. It behoves you therefore to do so.”


    Annyeke felt her blush rising. Not a good look for someone of her colouring. She bowed her head and wished he had simply asked her not to interrupt. It would have been so much quicker. No matter the circumstance, she found herself increasingly riled by the language and formality of men. It would be best to accept the admonishment and steer the conversation—if it was one—back to its path.


    “Forgive me,” she said, head still bowed. “My desire to see the safety of my colleagues and friends, not to mention the salvation of our city and the lands around us, causes my heart to speak its fullness.”


    When she finished her words, she half-smiled, taking care that no one else see it, though they must surely hear the echo of it in her mind. She must have been picking up some of Johan’s language then, even without knowing it. She hoped it was enough.


    To her surprise, light fingers lifted her chin and she found herself gazing into the deep grey eyes of the First Elder. Before she could gasp and prepare for the plunge into his mind that would no doubt happen from his touch, she realised that he was holding her apart from his thoughts with a mind-barrier. This respect for her privacy was unprecedented. The First Elder smiled.


    “You see, Annyeke,” he said. “We are not always so immersed in our traditions as you believe. You have much to learn from us but we also have wisdom we can learn from you. There is a reason for the way things are now. For the fact that Johan Montfort is gone and you are here. And in answer to your question, the mind-circle can be mended so far as to see what is happening, but our ability to send our strength to those we see is limited.”


    Annyeke was on the verge of asking “How limited?” but she pursed her lips and kept the words inside. The First Elder nodded.


    “Limited by the fact that we can only help them once or perhaps twice,” he said. “Apart from that, they must attempt to bring back Simon Hartstongue with their own strength.”


    Tears stung Annyeke’s eyes and she was no longer able to refrain from speaking. “But how can that be possible? The enemy will pursue them. He will not allow them to return to Gathandria. Johan—and the others—will die.”


    The First Elder let her go. As he did so, a shadow crossed Annyeke’s mind but disappeared before she could grasp it. When she looked up at the elder, he was blinking.


    “On the contrary,” he said. “There is always hope. But it is still a long journey. My child, we must be patient. We will call you again when there is news to be shared.”


    With that, the five elders stood, accepted the bows she and Talus gave them, and departed. They left behind them a trace of woodheather and juniper. Annyeke frowned. The herbs for secrecy and cleansing. Was that what she had sensed when the First Elder let her go? Naturally, those herbs had other properties too, but these were the first thoughts which came to her mind. Over the years, she’d learned to trust her instincts. She’d also learned to distrust anyone who called her “my child”.


    Every instinct was telling her that the elders were hiding something. But what?


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter Eight: The Trial of the Earth


    


    


    Isabella


    The mountains roar. She is glad to see how much that affects Hartstongue. It will make him far easier to overcome, when the time is right. The voice of the wind pierces through his skull and enters the very centre of his being. It cries out an agony of loss, a history unsought and a future that to him is unseeable. With Gelahn’s power in her, Isabella knows the scribe feels as if a pack of wolves or maddened foxes is tearing its way through him, snapping and howling as they go. In their wake swoops a flock of night-owls, pecking at whatever is left. When Hartstongue cries out, the boy huddles closer into his grip, shaking.


    Johan doesn’t look back. He marches onwards, sure they will follow. Trusting in her to comfort their companions. When the scribe stumbles after him, Isabella speaks at last: false words of reassurance that mean nothing.


    “Don’t worry,” she says. “It is always bad at first for those who have not travelled here before. The mountain entrance is testing you. Soon the noise will be less.”


    In spite of her words, she can see he doesn’t believe her. He has more instinct in him than he understands. More politeness than she’d realised too; as she begins to climb after her brother, Hartstongue pushes the mean thought down and clambers up the first scattering of black rocks in her wake. The boy follows. She hears the scribe try to comfort him.


    “Hush, little one. This will soon be over. Trust me. Please.” In spite of this bravado, Hartstongue is awash in his own terrors.


    She and Johan set a fast pace. There is little climbing yet, the foothills of the great mountains being deceptively gentle. But even here, the rock beneath their feet is a sleeping and dangerous animal, which may at any moment wake and rise against them. The noise the mountain makes only adds to that impression. She and her brother have the power to overcome it, but the scribe does not. Neither does the boy, but he is not important and Isabella discounts him. Behind, she hears the two of them displacing loose rocks and once a small sheet of scree, which nearly makes Hartstongue fall. If he does, she will be forced to save him; the mind-healer wants him alive for a while longer.


    They journey like this for the length of what the Lammas people would describe as two of their stories. By then they have started to climb in truth. Sweat streams from the scribe’s face, and he longs to stop. In her mind, Isabella can even hear him wonder whether perhaps she still has a few water-leaves in her belt. The fool does not know how they weaken him. At last he speaks.


    “Isabella!”


    She slows to a stop and turns, waiting for Hartstongue and the boy to catch up with her. When they do, the scribe is breathing hard although Isabella is barely troubled by their exertions.


    “Why is it,” he asks, “that you have managed to climb this far and yet you act as if it’s nothing more than a summer’s stroll? Would that I had your endurance!”


    She shrugs and does not meet his eye. “The journey is far more than a physical one. It is a test of mental stamina and readiness too. Neither of which I am sure you have.”


    The scribe opens his mouth to respond but, at that instant, her brother’s shadow looms beside them.


    “Isabella means nothing by it,” he says, although of course he is wrong in that. “It is only that she and I have travelled this path before. You have not.”


    Hartstongue shakes his head. “No. She meant more than that. But, whatever it is, you won’t let her say it. You’re lying to me. Both of you.”


    


    Johan


    He swears in the old Gathandrian tongue and, before the scribe can react, reaches out and grabs him by the top of his tunic, twisting it to drag him closer until Simon gasps for air. The boy clings to his leg.


    “Don’t. Ever. Call. Me. A liar. Again. Do you understand?”


    Simon nods. “Yes. Believe me, you’re making it perfectly clear.”


    Instead of letting the other man go, Johan tightens his grip and stares right into Simon’s eyes, overpowering his mind.


    For a moment, everything around them is still, and then Johan lets him go. He finds he is shaking. With all his heart, he regrets his foolish desire for adventure and wishes he was back in the Meditation Sub-Council doing what he evidently does best—encouraging others to develop their thought lives so that both they and the city are safe and fulfilled. He doesn’t want to be on this journey with a man unworthy of the effort. But because of his own former determination, and the elders’ command, he has no choice.


    Simon falls to his knees, taking great gulps of air into his lungs. Johan drops down beside him and clutches his shoulders, forcing Simon to look back down the path they have come.


    “What do you see, Simon?” he asks. “What do you see?”


    “What do you think? The mountain, of course. The way we’ve travelled. That’s all. There’s nothing else.”


    He shakes the scribe as he would shake an unwilling dog. “Then look again. Look with your heart, not your eyes.”


    


    Simon


    For a moment or two, Simon couldn’t understand what Johan meant. Then something in his mind cleared and his eyes travelled over the black outline of the mountain, the few scrubby trees clinging to nothing with their thin roots, then downward over the dark grey stripes of strange lizards, the reality of them heightened in the dry air and the wind’s cry. Taking a breath, he could smell the leaves and the rain clouds, even the distance they had covered. He heard the movement of the hawk, silent in the hunt, far above them.


    Everything around him was filled with life, as if dancing and leaping in the joy of its own existence. Colour, scent, sound and touch ravished the scribe’s senses all at once. More than anything, he wanted to cast aside his skin and fall, arms outstretched, laughing, into the heat of it.


    No, Simon. Not yet. You are not ready. See only what you need to see.


    As the words in his head drifted away, Simon again felt Johan’s fingers on his shoulder and the sense of life vanished as suddenly as it had come. Groaning with the knowledge of loss, Simon felt Johan’s handgrip tighten, grounding him.


    Then, in the distance below, on the plains approaching the mountain he saw them.


    A party of five men walked purposefully towards the mountain. With them came two horses. In the front, head erect and royal cloak glittering in the morning, rode Ralph. Behind him, the mind-executioner. Gelahn. As his name whispered through the scribe’s mind, he looked up in Simon’s direction, even though he was not physically there, and smiled. A slow smile, full of threat and destiny. Then Simon remembered Johan’s warning.


    The shock of it pulled Simon back to where his body crouched, trembling on the mountain. When he focused in the direction of their followers, they had vanished. Not even a speck of movement could be made out in the valley below.


    “Where have they gone?” Simon asked. “I don’t understand.”


    “They’re using their power to hide from us. As we are from them,” he said, letting go of Simon’s shoulder. “But they know we’re here. The combined strength I share with my sister is not enough. Something here is enabling them to track us more easily than I’d thought.”


    “And you think that something is me. Well, I suppose you’re right, but I don’t think that...”


    “No,” Johan whispered fiercely. “The truth is you don’t think. My sister and I have been commissioned to bring you on this journey. Indeed I sought it, the gods alone know why. But you do not think of what danger, risks, or pain that might have brought to us both, and might still bring. So. If you talk so easily of lies and liars, do not accuse those who risk their own truths for you. Look instead to the deceit of your heart and deeds, for it is surely those which draw the enemy to us now.”


    As suddenly as he’d first attacked Simon, Johan sprang to his feet and reached out his hand to Isabella.


    “If we are to travel faster, you must take the water you need,” he said. “Drink quickly and be glad of it.”


    


    Isabella


    Crouching down, she waves her hand over the rock. At the same time, she chants a mantra that only Hartstongue can hear. She has woven a spell over her brother. For a moment nothing happens, and then the mountain’s voice changes, almost as if it is singing. From under her hand, water bursts forth from the rock. Isabella loves this power; it ravishes her. It reminds her of Gelahn and all he wants her to do.


    “Drink,” Johan says once more to the scribe, and Simon and the boy obey. Nobody speaks. Hartstongue keeps his gaze downwards, onto hard rock and the scars of the rising mountain. He has so many questions. The only one Isabella has is this—when is he going to die?


    It is only when they have been walking and scrabbling up the increasingly steep slopes for another story’s length, that the scribe realises his thirst hasn’t been quenched. She knows that his mouth is as dry as iron and his throat gasping for refreshment. The route is not a hard one, not for the Gathandrians, but after the mantra Isabella has woven, Hartstongue feels as if he’s been walking over a scorching desert for days. At the same time, if water is placed in front of him now, he wouldn’t be able to reach to drink it. Isabella smiles.


    He glances at the boy, still sticking close to his side. The child is panting and the sweat glistens on his forehead but he is in no greater difficulties. He looks up at his master and smiles. The cry of a mountain-rook echoes through the fragile air. Hartstongue runs one hand over his lips and his fingers come away flecked with blood. The boy frowns and reaches out to him, but the scribe shakes his head and stumbles to a halt in the cleft between two jagged rocks.


    “Isabella?”


    She thinks he intended to shout but his voice is dry and brittle like a winter leaf left hanging on the tree, and she does not answer him.


    


    Simon


    Tasting the harsh, metallic tang of his own blood, Simon tried to continue on the journey but couldn’t find the strength. What was happening to him on this mountain? Were the legends true and invisible demons were even now sucking out his life-force? Damn it, but how could he face an enemy he couldn’t even see, let alone know how to fight? He slipped between the rocks and would have fallen but for the edge which he grabbed at, somehow finding a grip and hanging on.


    Gaping his distress at the boy, Simon could find no words for what he should do, but the next moment the boy was scrambling up the onwards path, frantically waving at their companions. His mouth was open wide but of course no sound issued forth, only a breathy wheezing.


    Simon’s fingers slipped on the rock and he felt the layers of scree under his back begin to move. Gods and stars. He had to stand upright, gain his balance again. If once the mountain began to thrust him away, then he wouldn’t be able to stop from falling. His mouth filled with more blood and he spat it out, crimson flecks patterning the jagged edge he was clinging to.


    Suddenly, a gush of blood came again, this time from the scribe’s throat, and he vomited out dark red liquid streaked with small circles of grey. He was gasping for breath and his throat felt as if he were vomiting up grit and dirt, the taste of it like acid on his tongue. His vision blurred and the sky above darkened, even though it was only late morning. He scrabbled for another handhold and his fingers slipped, trying to gain balance. When he raised his hand to his face again, two or three of the tiny circles clung to his skin. They felt hard, rough. A stone. And another like it. It was part of the scree. But what…?


    Gods. An overwhelming wave of nausea and the scribe’s final handhold on the mountain gave way. He tried to cry out but his teeth were full of rocks, slivers of them fighting their way up from his throat, over his gums and through his lips into the stifling air. And blood. So much blood. He couldn’t breathe.


    Simon.


    


    Johan


    When he turns, he sees that Simon is almost done. The enemy has attacked so soon. Why has Johan not noticed this? Has a mind-net blinded him? He must reach Simon at once before he falls. The mountain wants to kill him.


    Johan begins to run. “Simon, hear me.”


    Though he couldn’t have heard, the scribe’s eyes blink open, but it is obvious that he can see almost nothing. His body lurches towards Johan, trying to reach safety but he can’t move. Heart beating fast, Johan wraps his arms tightly around him and for a terrible moment there is no response. Running out of options, he reaches into the scribe’s mind.


    Simon.


    


    Simon


    Suddenly, unaccountably, Simon could speak. His mouth spilled out blood, vomit and rock. And, with it, words. A vast cavern of them. Over and over again.


    “I can’t breathe, Johan. Help me.”


    Simon’s fingers were gripping his companion’s upper arm and as he watched he saw them turn grey and gnarled, as if he’d aged in a moment to the point of death. He was becoming the mountain. Not the road to death he would have chosen. Not that he wished to choose any.


    Fight it, Simon. Think your way through.


    Johan’s words echoed in Simon’s mind, but he couldn’t see the sense in them.


    Gasping for breath, his throat constricted to almost nothing, Simon somehow managed to force his eyes wide open, in spite of the heaviness weighing them down, and look up towards Johan. Think his way through…


    Think…


    His mother’s voice. Her song. The smell of her cooking on a winter morning. The coolness of her touch on his skin. A time long ago when Simon had once felt safe.


    That’s right, Simon, that’s right. Think of her. Feel her. Bring her here in your thoughts, now.


    Memories tearing at him, Simon brings his mother so close that he can almost reach out and touch her over the path of the years. Time no longer matters, and he is a boy again. Running through the wheat as she chased him, the sun dappling their backs. Her laughter. Her secrets. Then onward, galloping over the moon-cycles, and he is snuggling up to her near the fire his father has just lit. She is reading from one of the books she keeps hidden, those with magic in them, and Simon is following her words with his finger as she reads. Seeing but not understanding. But not afraid, as he knows soon she will tell him. There is no shame in the waiting.


    She puts down the book and smiles. Her eyes are full of laughter. Simon can smell lavender rising up from her skin, filling the air. And then suddenly it is only the two of them. The fire, his father’s shadow, the room, the cottage they live in, all of it disappears and they are alone, surrounded only by a line of dark grey, beyond which there is darkness and mystery.


    But the darkness and the mystery don’t matter. Inside the circle, all is bright and full of hope, and Simon knows that in only a moment everything he has struggled and failed to understand will be made clear. He reaches out to her. At the same time his mother’s hand reaches towards him also. Their fingers touch. She is warm. Simon can see shimmers of yellow and lilac dancing over the skin of her arm down to his, and through his blood into his heart.


    When he looks up, the glow from her face is almost dazzling, and the laughter welling up from his belly can’t be denied. It is a quality of happiness he has not known before. It bursts from his mouth and pours like a bright river of water over his body and hers, encompassing them both. The explosion of it shatters the grey beyond and the darkness outside their circle is suffused with the glory of the sun. There is no more mystery. All is well. All is as it should be, and…


    Simon slept. Even in sleep, he could feel the presence of his mother, and his hand continuing to hold hers. The contact between them was a river, flowing calm and strong. The current was the beat of his heart, the pulse of his blood. He could breathe easy. And he was smiling.


    


    Johan


    While Simon sleeps, Johan worries. He can’t understand why the enemy doesn’t attack now, when the advantage is gained. His eyes flicker down the path and back again, but nothing happens. He sees only stillness and the unforgiving rock. The scribe’s childhood memory was a powerful one, that much is true, and would have gained them some time; the memories and stories of a mind-dweller are always strong in warding off mental attack, but only while they are being remembered or narrated, and for a while afterwards. Not for long.


    He gazes at Isabella, who sits quietly beside him. She asks no questions and he is glad of it, as once more he has no answers. The boy does nothing. He simply watches. Together the three of them wait while the scribe sleeps on. After a while, Johan and the boy doze. Neither sees Isabella leave, nor do they stir when she returns. As evening approaches, Isabella and the boy go in search of water, but Johan remains.


    When Simon wakes, the sun is gone, and in its place there is the distant flicker of the stars. “Mother...?”


    At once, Johan is fully conscious. “Simon, it’s me. Johan. You’re safe. You’re alive. Well done.”


    The scribe blinks, rubs at his scarred face and stares upwards. “Johan?”


    “Yes. I’m here. Isabella and the boy are here too. They’re drawing water from one of the mountain streams.”


    Simon nods. Johan can tell his mind is still clinging to the reality of his memories, unable to grasp the here and now without help.


    “And my mother ...?”


    “In your mind only. It was a powerful memory though. A good one to use. I believe it saved you.”


    “From the mountain?”


    “Yes.”


    “What happened out there? And why only me and not you two or the boy?”


    Johan is silent for a moment or two and then he sighs.


    “This mountain,” he says, not looking at his companion, “is a test of who somebody is at heart. Perhaps that is the reason for the strange legends which have sprung up amongst your people. I don’t know for sure. But what I do know is this—if someone, whose heart or mind is mottled or unclear, his purpose unfulfilled or lost, passes through this land, then the rocks here, the earth itself, will know and rise up against that person. I was worried this might happen, but there is no other way to our destination. The mountain must be crossed, the path taken. In spite of what I know about you, I had hoped that…it would be different, but I see I have been wrong. The presence of Isabella and myself did not help. Today, you have been saved by the clarity of the memory you hold, the memory of the boy you once were. To continue this journey, which we have no option of abandoning, you must keep that memory close to your heart. It will be difficult, but perhaps the mountain may be appeased.”


    When he finishes speaking, Simon licks his lips and frowns. It is a while before he speaks.


    “So the reason the mountain chose to fight me, rather than the rest of you, is that I am compromised, whereas your hearts are clear?”


    Johan sits back and folds his arms. “Yes, you are compromised. Because of what you have done with Ralph, and because of what the mind-executioner was able to do inside you, you are vulnerable to mental attack. And the person you are within yourself, the person you were meant to be, is weaker.”


    


    Simon


    He swallowed. “So, I am not having the best of days. Did you have to tell me all this at once? Could you not have spread the bad news a little thinner?”


    Johan shrugged. “I’m sorry. I don’t have time to plan for what needs to be said. You simply have to accept it, and we will have to make the best of it. As much as we can. With whatever you bring us.”


    Simon flushed. He had meant to make light of what had happened, to ease the tension sweeping over him from the other man. Now he wished he’d simply been silent and was glad of the night sky to cover the heat of his skin. A few moments later, he heard a rustle and the swish of material, and the frames of Isabella and the boy came into view. The boy rushed towards him, and Simon felt in his mind the sparkle of delight in his greeting hug like a morning butterfly, dappled in the sun. It was good that someone at least was glad to see him well.


    “It’s all right,” Simon said, his throat still rough, the memory of stones still in his mouth. “It’s all right. You don’t have to worry.”


    


    Isabella


    Isabella places her calf-skin water flagon next to the fire. Johan touches her lightly on the arm but makes no comment. It doesn’t matter. Isabella knows he can’t read her thoughts. Hartstongue watches as she pours half a cup of water and then reaches into her robes, drawing out the herbs Gelahn gave her while the others slept on the mountain. She sprinkles them into the cup and offers it to the coward.


    “What is it?” he asks. His suspicions are justified but Isabella continues to smile.


    “Lavender,” she lies. “Johan believes it will ease your throat.”


    Nodding, Hartstongue drinks it down. “Thank you. You’re a good herbalist, Isabella.”


    She distracts him with words. “Like your mother then.”


    The scribe hesitates, shadows already passing over his face. “Yes.”


    He has no chance to say more. From the shadowed slopes to the left comes a wild howling, the echo of it rolling through the chilly air. Yes, it is beginning. In Hartstongue’s arms, the boy jumps and gasps.


    “What’s that?”


    With a swift movement, her brother douses the fire. It sputters once and fades. Then he grabs the scribe, pulling him and the boy to their feet.


    “Run,” he says to them all. “Now.”


    


    Simon


    The howling rose again, this time closer. And it didn’t stop. Johan and Isabella began to run. Away from the rising sound and upwards towards the steeper part of the mountain. Beyond where the fire had been. Dark and brooding.


    Dragging the boy at his side, Simon stumbled after them, his heart beating wildly.


    Their companions reached the jagged mountain side and began to scrabble up, Isabella behind Johan now. Simon couldn’t see how they could find any hold on the sheer rock; or how he could possibly follow them.


    “We can’t do it,” he yelled. “We can’t go that way.”


    You must.


    It was Johan’s voice in his thoughts, but Isabella who turned and gazed down at him. Simon pushed the boy, now sobbing, towards her. Nothing happened and her face grew dark. A moment later, she reached for him and he was snatched away. Upwards to safety. Thank the gods.


    The howling filled the scribe’s ears and mind. It was unstoppable, the throb of it piercing flesh and bone and marrow, ransacking the mountain and all within it. The mountain itself a barrier preventing his escape.


    Whirling around, Simon’s back slammed against rock, his eyes darted from side to side over the ledge they’d been resting on only a few moments before. He didn’t know what might be pursuing them but he knew it wasn’t good. He could see nothing, only a darkness that was suddenly lighter due to the approaching sun. Had time gone by so swiftly? The howling was louder now, and this time it was accompanied by a brushing sound, as if the wind were flowing through trees. Or an animal’s legs were running through grass.


    No.


    Turning around, the scribe cried out but this time there was no answer, no welcoming hand. He could see nothing above, no sign of movement or life. He was on his own. Sweat almost blinding him, he tried to reach out and pull himself upward somehow, in the way that Johan and Isabella had done, but his mouth felt dry and his stomach queasy. He could find no strength for the task, and besides could not see the holds they must have found. His fingers refused to grasp them.


    Behind, the scatter of gravel brought a scream to his throat, which faded away when he swung around to face the ledge again.


    The sun had now risen high enough to light the eastern side of the mountain. The blackness had changed to a soft grey in which nothing could be clearly seen but everything outlined. For a moment all was still, the only signs of life being the howling and the memory of gravel. Scattering just out of sight.


    Then, silence.


    A heartbeat later, Simon saw a rush of energy from behind the rock which marked the pathway, and then they were there. Creatures. Not wolves—at least, none like he had ever seen before—and not wild dogs, but something in between. Ten of them, maybe more. Sleek and mottled grey, standing almost to his knees, and long. A man’s length, lying down. Their fur bristled, dapples of light flowed over and through it; a light that came not from the sun but from another, internal source. Their eyes were red and fierce, and their teeth bared. Under their feet, shimmers of reeds and grass which should never exist on a mountain rose up and disappeared almost at once, over and over again.


    When they saw the scribe, they began to howl once more.


    For lack of any other option, he tried to run, but his feet refused to submit to the command and all he could do was stumble.


    He heard the roar of the creatures rising and then the clatter of claws on rock. They had found their prey.


    In the effort to escape, Simon fell and jabbed his hand on a dagger of rock jutting out from the sheer slope. As he struggled to release himself, the dagger grew and pierced through the fleshy part of his hand. He cursed and pulled away, trying to get up, but he had nowhere to go. The rock face above was un-climbable, a barrier he was unable to cross.


    The animals were closer now. He could feel the heat of their breath and the smell of raw meat and blood from their mouths. Once again, this wasn’t how he wanted to die.


    “No,” he yelled at the pursuing pack. The jolt of it cleared his vision and he could see another pathway. One he hadn’t noticed before. Around the mountain, narrow and dark, sloping upward with the curve of the rock.


    No time to think.


    As he took a step towards the path, the pack leader’s jaws clamped shut on the bottom of his robe. In less time than it took for him to gasp, the pack had surrounded him.


    Simon froze.


    A moment later and the lead beast’s teeth were at his boot, seeking flesh. He stumbled and fell. The rest of the dogs crouched down, encircling him, as if responding to an unknown signal. Trying to pull himself free but with nowhere to run if he did, and no strength to do it anyway, Simon could see their eyes, ten pairs of them, which glowed a fiercer red than they had before. Blood and saliva dripped from their jaws, and their foreheads had become streaked with black. As he continued to gaze, expecting each moment for the beasts to finish it, he realised their skins were shining metallic in the growing light of the sun. No, not metallic. The deeper shades of rock, or stone.


    “No.” Picking up a handful of small stones from the path where he lay, Simon flung them outwards at his oppressors. They didn’t flinch. As the gravel hit them, instead of causing pain or falling back to the earth, the skin of the animals simply shimmered and absorbed his feeble weapon, pulsating more wildly in the thin dawn light.


    The pack leader snarled a warning, ripped the leather of his boot as if it had been nothing but silk, and fastened his teeth into Simon’s leg. He cried out and, turning, tried to beat the animal off with his fists. A moment more and the pack was upon him, their hot stale breath scorching his skin, their teeth tearing at clothes and hair, and their mouths baying for blood. Beyond them, the scribe glimpsed a figure in shadow, a flash of silver at his side. The enemy…


    Simon closed his eyes. Even in that darkness, the mind-cane loomed towards him. He tensed for the blow. Waited.


    From nowhere, a stream of ice-cold water swept across Simon’s head and he gasped for breath. Something wet and cold plunged over his body, and his eyes flew open.


    The enemy had vanished. Whatever was streaming over him wasn’t his blood.


    A vast, silver river flowed down the path, skirting the mountainside, around the path and over the animals. As he watched, the pack leader’s grip on his leg loosened and his feet slipped away, the strength of the flood carrying him backward. At the same time, the cur at Simon’s head howled, a higher pitched cry than the hunting sound of before. As he too fell away, he tore a mouthful of hair from Simon’s head, causing him to yell again.


    The water didn’t touch him. Instead it flowed over and around his body, as if he were an island in the middle of a sea. But it was pushing the creatures away, all of them now slipping and falling back down the path, jaws wide open and legs scrabbling for impossible footholds, the current picking them up and swirling them out of sight.


    Simon. Hold on.


    It was too late. Just as he thought the water—wherever it came from—wouldn’t touch him and that somehow it was keeping him safe, the scribe slipped on the ground and began to tumble after the wild pack. The path, the ledge where he’d been standing only moments before, and all but the sheer mountain face disappeared. Reaching out in order to find something to grab onto that might stop the mad spin downwards, his hand met heat and hardness, and clung on.


    The mountain, but more than the mountain. For another beat of his heart, Simon couldn’t understand what it was, but then as the current swept him sideways, against the mountainside, he could see what he was clinging to.


    The pack leader.


    Somehow the lead beast’s fall hadn’t been as swift and deadly as the rest of his pack. Perhaps he’d managed to scrabble out of the main flood before it took his companions. But now, its eyes were fixed on Simon, teeth snapping in his direction, grazing his fingers as he continued to clutch the side of that long, panting body. With each bite, he came closer. Simon couldn’t understand why he didn’t make an end of it for both of them, but then he saw what he’d missed when the river slammed him into the dog.


    The animal hung to the mountain only by his front paws, which had somehow managed to find a cleft in the rock face. But his hind legs were free, and the weight of them meant he could climb no higher.


    Fighting the scribe meant the beast would lose that respite. And because of Simon, both of them would fall.


    The cur made one last wild lunge at his fingers and Simon let him go, grabbing instead for the hind legs as he fell.


    If I die, you’ll go with me, you bastard.


    The two of them danced on the air, companions in imminent death. The mongrel howled, a sound so piercing that Simon screamed to stop the fear overwhelming him and flung out his arms to nothing.


    Something stopped him.


    Something slim and warm. Simon’s body slammed once more into the mountain and he looked up, winded. The boy was leaning towards him, attached to the rock as if he were a spider. His hand was wrapped around Simon’s fingers. He could sense no fear in the boy’s heart and indeed he was smiling.


    But how?


    The boy couldn’t possibly hold Simon here; he was too heavy for the child. Even as he made the decision to free himself and save the boy, Simon realised their fingers were barely touching. Something else was keeping him in place.


    The sound of the pack leader and his troop died away. The silence came. Cool, like water.


    Simon.


    The voice in his head was Johan’s. As he spoke, it was as if a layer of transparent flesh over Simon’s eyes was being peeled back. Attached to the boy’s hand, he saw a thin ribbon of silver, which pulsated as if responding to an unseen breeze. The scents of lavender and eucalyptus filled the air. Raising his eyes, he traced the long line of the cord as it floated upwards, meeting its end where two distant figures seemed to stand on the edge of the mountain.


    There was so much Simon did not understand. And, by the stars, so much he was grateful for.


    When he blinked, the rope disappeared, but the boy remained.


    Johan, he said in his mind, casting the words upwards and wondering if the other man would catch them at all. There are no footholds.


    Climb then, he said.


    The answer had come more swiftly than Simon had imagined possible. How could he hear so soon from so far away? When he entered people’s minds, they would need either to be linked to him in some other way—as Ralph had been—or close by, which for him meant no more than a few yards. Usually. And it was sharper if he could touch them.


    Taking a ragged breath, and pushing all questions aside, he began to climb. His strength seemed to have returned now, whereas earlier it had failed him. He was indeed a coward. Each time he clutched at the rock, his fingers found an anchoring point and his feet didn’t slip. All the while the boy hovered just above, his hand still touching Simon’s.


    He couldn’t tell how long it took to reach their companions, but each step, each upwards pull seemed to last forever. He thought it best not to look down, but knew that as the sun rose, the distant valley would be quivering in the mist, its colours of yellow and green, together with the blue of the river, strengthening with the day. If he’d had the ability right then to harbour the thought, he believed he would have found it beautiful. As it was, he focused instead on the tiny cracks in the rock that gave him space to grip, the way the greyness was sometimes darker or lighter depending on the sun, and the coolness of the mountain against his skin.


    At last they came to where Johan and Isabella waited.


    The boy rolled easily onto the tiny shelf of rock they stood on, sat down on his haunches, and grinned. Unable to smile, Simon simply nodded and hauled himself up next to him. As he did so, the silver rope connecting the four of them vanished.


    It took him a while to catch his breath.


    When he had, he wiped his hands over his face and swept the hair from his eyes. “You know, I’ve never liked dogs. Of any sort. But what in the gods’ precious names were they?”


    “Creatures of your mind,” Isabella said. “A fear made real, from childhood.”


    The boy hugged Simon, burying his face into the warmth and mustiness of his shoulder.


    “Thank you,” he said. “To all of you.”


    “We only held the rope,” Johan said, slowly as if pondering something. “The river came from you. It drove the enemy away.”


    The scribe had no idea what he meant. “I was lucky then.”


    When Johan said no more, Simon closed his eyes and hugged the boy again. The child’s mind was as free and bright as a young deer. As if the morning’s exertions had been nothing to him. How Simon envied him that.


    


    Isabella


    This is strange. Gelahn was there, behind the mind-dogs. Hartstongue should be dead. Why is he not so? The brew she gave him was strong enough to take all his power away and yet he lives. Isabella can feel her tongue clinging to the top of her mouth and has to spread the spittle around to loosen it. For the first time, she does not know what to do. She cannot hear her Master’s voice. She hears only emptiness.


    Johan nods at her and she does as he expects. Still, her mind is in freefall. When Hartstongue opens his eyes again, Isabella is kneeling at his side, offering him a small wooden cup.


    “What is it?” he asks.


    “It is water,” she says, with a short laugh. “That is all. Do you think that, having come this far, we would wish to poison you? No. Instead, even though its source is not entirely of the world you live in, it will strengthen you. We have no other food to offer after your ordeal.”


    He gazes at her, and Isabella feels his feeble mind pushing against hers. It is the matter of a moment to defend herself against his efforts to read her. He is barely aware of the rebuff. In the end he drinks. She wonders however whether the rough magic will last after what has happened.


    When at last the scribe hands the cup back, she takes it, but doesn’t move away. Instead she settles down opposite him and folds her clothing around her. She has thought of what to do. If she can keep him here long enough under the pretence of weaving a story-spell, one strong enough to protect them, then Gelahn might still have his opportunity and all will be well. Her brother must be persuaded. She doesn’t look at Hartstongue however. She cannot bear to do so.


    With a sigh, Johan comes to stand beside her. “Is this necessary now, Isabella? Cannot it wait until the full clarity of day? We must travel onwards.”


    She shakes her head. “Only a little further to the summit. You know it. To hear a tale will strengthen us and provide protection, and the enemy is not here now. We have time and there is sense in my asking. Indeed, it will be foolishness to do otherwise.”


    Her words are harsh, but her brother makes no answer.


    For another moment, all is still. The sound of a rook soaring overhead breaks the tension.


    “As you wish,” he says and eases himself down next to her. At once, her muscles relax.


    She turns to Hartstongue.


    “Simon,” she says, praying that neither man will hear her lies. “You must tell us something of your story. It will ease the journey we must take and will, to some extent, protect us from further attacks on the mountain. Will you do it?”


    In fact her words are words of command. They brook no objections. Hartstongue raises himself upright, perhaps trying to appear a little taller. “Do I have a choice?”


    “Not if you wish to live,” she says. Oh how easy it is to fool men with words of honey and false smiles.


    “In that case, what do you wish to hear?”


    “Something important to you. Something which will cost you to say it. That will suffice and may yet protect us all.”


    “And afterwards? Will you tell me about the power you have?”


    Johan makes a sudden movement, almost as if he might strike the scribe, but Isabella lays a hand on his arm. There are other ways to kill than with blows.


    “So many questions,” she says. “And I have only asked you one.”


    “You have not answered me.”


    “No. I have not. You must tell us something from the deepest knowledge of your heart. And you must do it now.”


    Story-telling, of course, is part of the life of the Lammas people. And of Gathandrians, also. It makes the hours pass and fills the time, so her request is not unnatural. She is merely playing with the knowledge that she and Johan have—that stories are also a form of protection. What none of her companions knows is what Isabella hopes for; if Hartstongue gives something about himself away, something deep, then Gelahn can use it against him. The poisoned water the scribe has drunk will weaken his resolve and his soul will lie more open.


    Now, Hartstongue closes his eyes. She knows he is trying to grasp at what might be least revealing to tell.


    Of course what he says is not what he plans to say at all.


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Sixth Gathandrian Interlude


    


    Annyeke


    The elders were waiting for her. That in itself was not shameful, but the fact remained that she was late. This, she felt, could not be helped. Annyeke had stayed with Talus’ tutor until she could see the boy was settled in. She had promised to return for him later when lessons were over. It was a promise she would keep; she could not bear the thought of Talus waiting, wondering where she was and if she were even still alive. She could not allow him to go through that misery a second time. If the elders had children to care for, no doubt their carefully-wrought schedules would slip also.


    Still, she bowed an apology when she saw them, then smiled at her own hypocrisy as she drew her cloak around herself. Even though it was not yet winter, the afternoon was already darkening with the threat of clouds overhead and, this time, the elders had chosen to meet at the edge of the park. The trees around them quivered in the wind. It had been many days since Johan and Isabella departed.


    The First Elder shook his head as if he had been thinking a great variety of things and was now trying to concentrate only on one. He stretched out his hand to Annyeke.


    “Come,” he said, “we must pray.”


    Annyeke had been expecting this. They were, after all, gathered near the Gathandrian prayer tree, its boughs empty of leaves as it had been for nearly a whole year-cycle. She was not a woman who usually gave much thought to prayer. She, like Johan, preferred to concentrate on the inner meditation that all their people needed to live. She did not worry too much about the gods.


    Now, she knelt next to the five elders but did not close her eyes. Instead she looked at her companions and waited. As she grew accustomed to the shimmer of power always moving between them, she realised that the mind-circle was also there. She wondered why she hadn’t seen it before. It wasn’t as strong as it had been the first time she’d seen them use it, as sometimes it seemed to vanish entirely before coming back into view. But at least it was there. In a fashion. But for how long?


    After a while, the images began to stream in. The four travellers: Johan and Isabella, Simon Hartstongue and the unnamed boy. Annyeke thought Johan looked tired and stretched out her hand towards him before realised the foolishness of the gesture. At once, something vibrated her fingers and she felt a great warmth pulsating through her flesh. Stifling a gasp, she glanced down. A single small orb from the mind-circle was clinging to her hand. Before she could think what to do, it divided itself, flowed in deep-orange liquid over her fingers and vanished. The warmth remained however. Annyeke stared at the elders, fearing a reprimand or questions she couldn’t answer as to what she had thought she was doing.


    Nothing happened. The elders’ eyes remained closed and they were all breathing deeply. Nobody had seen what she had done. Holding her hand, which now felt as it should, she decided to say nothing. She didn’t want to be found guilty of yet another breach in their etiquette; she had enough troubles to manage as it was. It was better by far when men didn’t know everything.


    Still, the images in her head from the mind-circle were clearer now, as if she’d been looking at a landscape that had suddenly been refreshed by rain. What she saw made her smile. The travellers had survived the test of the mountains and were beginning the healing of stories. A good sign then. Perhaps. Already the scribe had chosen a story to tell to his companions. It would, she knew, be the start of a long, slow process, but at least it was the start. The telling of the story in the presence of Simon’s family—though he did not know that yet—would strengthen them and weaken the enemy’s power. For a while.


    Without warning, the elders broke the link and the image faded. Around her, Annyeke saw the trees once more, and smelt the evening air. No scent of honey-roses now, not since the battles began. Something in her mind had changed though, but she couldn’t tell what it might be.


    Before she knew it, and without waiting for permission to be given, she spoke. “Do you truly think that Johan will succeed? Simon Hartstongue has only half our blood in him. If—when—they get here, how can he really help us?”


    When the First Elder replied, Annyeke raised her eyes to gaze at him. What she saw made her heart beat faster and her skin grow warm. As he spoke, flashes of red and orange sparked from his body. “Simon Hartstongue is a Gathandrian. It does not matter how much of our blood runs in his veins. What matters is it is there.”


    She knew at once that he was lying. Or hiding something. Again. But what? Somehow she was seeing those flashes of intent which she should not be able to see. Did the elder know that she could see them? No, he could not, otherwise he would say something.


    She made a quick gesture with her hands, as if swatting away an insect, realising as she did so that her fingers were warm again. “But you sent only his sister with Johan for protection. Do you think that is enough?”


    The elder sighed. How she was sick of his sighing! “The power of two is ten times the power of one. And the power of three almost infinite. Even if the third is, as need dictates, ignorant of the fact.”


    Annyeke raised her head, still powerfully aware of the flashes singing their own inner rightness from the elder’s mind. “What if I say that I no longer believe the old truths? Why should I, after so much pain and so much death has happened here?”


    Despite her determination to be strong, her voice broke and she turned away. Surely now he would dismiss her. She would not be allowed to meet with them again and her role as Johan’s Deputy would be lost for all time. A wave of sorrow rose in her throat.


    But the elder did not say what she expected him to. “If that is what you believe now, Annyeke Hallsfoot, then the fault lies with us. We have not protected you. Not enough. Our hearts, we admit, have not been as pure as they should be. But Johan and Isabella have kept to the old paths more fully, and now they find strength in them.”


    “I do not know how you can be so sure! I do not know what I will do if…”


    Again Annyeke fell silent, unable to say the words, but the elder stood, crossed the few steps to her and laid a careful hand on her shoulder. She noticed that the red and orange colours striking up from his heart had now been replaced with blue and green. What the elder said now was the truth, or at least he believed it to be.


    “Come now,” he whispered. “Your love for Johan Montfort—and yes, we know it, so do not deny the fact—credits you. It may, if you will permit it, also help him.”


    “How?” she gasped and swung around, dislodging the elder’s grip. “And besides you have no right to taunt me. He does not think of me in that way.”


    The elder frowned. “Perhaps that is true. I do not know. The gods do not reveal the outcome of the loves of our people to us. Only their needs. But love—in whatever form it will take—is a strong power for life. Your affection for Montfort may yet help our quest.”


    Annyeke said nothing, though her throat was crowded with words. She simply nodded; her thoughts and intentions elsewhere. She hated the way the elder had so casually revealed her heart. He had no right to do that. Her feelings were not up for discussion, no matter who was discussing them. Because of this, she would not tell him what had happened to her. Let him not know everything.


    When, later, the elders left the park, taking the now dimmed mind-circle with them, she waited until they had gone. Something in the mind-circle was keeping her thoughts and new-found insights secret then. She was glad of it. Before making her way to the Place of Tutors to collect her charge, driven by an impulse she could not explain, she smoothed her hand across the grasses where her companions had knelt. Thoughts not her own tingled her fingers and warmed a path from her skin up to her mind. Fragments only, but with a common theme of guilt she could not ignore. What did it mean? Tonight she would need to ponder them further, but she already knew what she must do.


    Whatever lies the elders of Gathandria were telling, or the truths they were keeping silent, she was determined to uncover them. Whatever it took.


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter Nine: Simon’s First Story


    


    Simon


    


    Simon opened his eyes and gazed at grey stone. His companions were waiting for his story, but he didn’t see them. He saw only his past.


    “When I first met Ralph Tregannon, Lord of the Lammas Lands,” he said, “it felt as if someone had gripped me with a fierce hand from within and wouldn’t let go.”


    As Simon said the words he hadn’t expected to say, his mind tumbled back over the corridor of two long year-cycles to the man he’d been then.


    Lord Tregannon’s soldiers had come for him, just when he’d assumed he was safe. He’d been sleeping near the well, the mill-woman’s home only having been offered for one night, and the scent of the earth had been filled with water and life. A rich autumn night, heavy with the sound of the night ravens in the sky and small animals burrowing underneath the soil. Before Simon settled down, he’d gazed upwards at the stars, but had seen only cloud, with the hint of rain to come.


    Still, his sleep had been peaceful. He’d arrived only three days before, offering the usual fare of herbal remedies, which the Lammas people couldn’t source themselves, and mental trinkets to the hard-worked villagers—a few meditations to keep fears at bay; a trick to encourage love, or to kill it; a simple mind-joining to stimulate the memory. Even though his trade in mind-games was illicit, punishable by death, there would always be a few prepared to take the risk, and pay enough for it too for him to get by.


    Usually, Simon stayed no more than a week anywhere, and always in places where the area Lord was willing to look away while he plied his trade. Some even paid for his writing skills and the wages earned then would be enough for half a moon-cycle of food. Lord Tregannon was known to be liberal-hearted; the Lammas people ploughed their own fields and kept themselves aloof from the surrounding rural states. Simon had calculated no harm would come to him there, and he sensed no threat from the people he’d already met. They were, for the most part, simple farmers, born to live and die on the land. The men laboured in the fields, or in the associated trades of blacksmith, clothier, ironmonger, and the women baked, sewed, healed the sick where possible, and taught their families to do the same. Their society was the same as a hundred others he had passed through.


    He estimated that a week would bring enough fresh clothes and provisions to move on without being noticed by those he wished to avoid.


    It was not to be. He should never have trusted the mill-woman.


    Sometime when the moon flowed through the sign of the Fox on that third night, scattering the stars once more, Lord Tregannon’s men came for him. Back then Simon was sharper, mentally, than he became later, and when he woke they were still only in the trees, the sshh-sshh of their side knives brushing the low branches on the path from the castle.


    At once he sprang up, slipping like a cat away from the well, to the other side of the clearing, gathering his belongings as he went—cloak, the almost worn-through shoes, his pouch of writing implements, and precious parchment leaves. He left nothing that might give his presence away. Hardly daring to breathe, he hid at the edge of the woods nearest the outermost house of the village and watched.


    He saw four men, dressed in battle gear, even at this time of night. In the moonlight, he could just make out their livery: a gold star with a black sword piercing its centre. None of them wore an officer badge. What were they doing out here so late, and without their Lord? Casting a deadening barrier over his mind so they would have no idea he was there, Simon watched as they searched around the well, turning over the dead and dying leaves and tearing the bank of moss on the east side with their swords.


    When they came to the place where he’d been lying, they paused and crouched down. One of them placed his hand on the flattened soil and nodded, glancing up at his companions as if confirming their suspicions. They must be feeling the heat of his body, Simon thought. They’d know someone had been here, and recently. Slowly, so as not to alert them to his presence, he took two or three steps backwards into the trees, praying to all the gods to keep him safe and provide a quick route away from this sudden danger. A branch from one of the elms brushed against his forehead and he fought hard not to push it away.


    As he continued to watch, the one who appeared to be their leader—the tallest and oldest of them, his grey hair lit softly by the moon—stood up and stared right in Simon’s direction. In spite of the precautions he’d taken to avoid discovery, he held his breath, poised to run if the soldier took so much as one step towards him.


    After several moments, during which all Simon could hear was the distant cries of night-rooks and the pulse of blood in his own ears, the soldier nodded once—almost a bow—as if satisfied at what he’d seen and turned away. A minute or two later, they’d gone and Simon began to breathe again.


    It was then that a twig broke in the denser trees behind. The sound was no animal.


    “Hello?” he whispered, knowing even then how ridiculous that sounded. “Who’s there?”


    Silence, as if someone held his breath, and then a darker shape moved out of the trees. A tall man, dressed in a cloak and with a silver clasp at his neck. Simon couldn’t see his face—he still stood too far away and the moon shone behind him—and he had the sense not to try a mind-search. Such an act would have given him away at once. Neither did he run; the sword at the stranger’s side too potent a warning.


    A glimmer of whiteness flashed in the night as the man smiled.


    “It doesn’t matter who I am,” the stranger said. “The important matter is who are you? What do you call yourself?”


    “Simon Hartstongue, sir.” He thought it best to answer without lies where possible, and his name could do no harm. Politeness also would be wisest.


    “Ah yes,” the man replied. “So I have heard. But that tells me nothing. From where do you come?”


    “The White Lands, sir,” he said. “I am nothing but a traveller selling herbs and simple medicines in my journeys. I scrape a living. No more. If you wish to rob me, you will find it hardly worth your while.”


    The man laughed. “I have enough goods of my own. I am no robber.”


    “Then why are you here?”


    At Simon’s question, the stranger stopped laughing, and took two paces into the clearing. He was now so close that Simon could have reached out and touched him. Even in the gloom, he could tell the man was finely dressed, handsome too, although the lack of light meant that the specifics remained unseen. Such a man as this had no need to prowl abroad. Simon’s question remained valid.


    “So then, sir, why are you here?” he said again, expecting the man to throw out some statement about the night being fine for hunting. The answer whipped his words away.


    “I have come to find you,” he said.


    Not the reason Simon had expected. He could see he would have to tread carefully here. It might be a trap. The laws of the land forbade the practice of mind-dwelling, in all its forms. He had heard of people with the same gifting as he who had been lured into the arms of the authorities with such tricks, and then murdered for their innocence. Since the death of his mother, he had sworn that would never happen to him. And, so far, he’d kept that promise.


    “Sir, you are welcome to all I can offer, but it is best to browse my goods in daylight. I can see you are not an ordinary villager, so I am happy to come to your house and display what herbs and medicines I have. But surely you have your own healer, and I…”


    The man made a sudden movement with his hand and the scribe fell silent.


    “It is not for your healing or any herbs, Hartstongue, that I am here.”


    Simon passed the back of his hand over his mouth. “Why then? Is it for my writing skills?”


    He came even closer and Simon could smell the hint of citrus and lavender oil rising from his skin. His sword jangled against the chain at his waist as he walked.


    “No,” the man said. “Not that. It is because I have heard rumours of the kind of business you truly involve yourself in, and I would like to learn more.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Don’t be a fool, Simon,” he whispered, his voice now low and urgent. Almost a threat. “Do you think I am ignorant of what you have been doing here? In these days, don’t you know that people with nothing can be bought for the sum of a crust of bread? I know what you are and what you do. You are a mind-dweller. Nothing more, and nothing less. No matter what cover you choose to protect yourself.”


    As he spoke, sweat broke out on Simon’s forehead. “Come now, sir. You’re mistaken. I would do nothing to break the laws. What you have heard is a lie.”


    “No. What you are saying now is the lie. If you lie to me again, I will kill you. See.” In one flowing movement, he drew the sword from its hilt and held the blade of it against Simon’s neck. The cold steel made him shiver.


    “Yes. I see. Believe me, I see.”


    “Good. Now, listen. I want you to use your powers on me. I want to see how skilful you really are, Simon Hartstongue. I give you my word that you will come to no harm.”


    “But I have no…”


    “Stop.” The tip of the sword nicked Simon’s skin and he felt a trickle of blood ooze out. His mouth snapped shut. “One more word and I will kill you where you stand. If you try to run, I will kill you also. And I would do it, believe me. You have no option, but to do what I say. Do you understand?”


    “Yes,” Simon managed to whisper. So far, this wasn’t turning out to be his best night encounter.


    A heartbeat later, the man had eased his sword away, but still held it close enough to make any thought of escape impossible.


    “Good. Do it then,” he said and, capturing Simon’s hand, pressed it against his head.


    At once, he was flung into the man’s thoughts. A storm cloud of grey and black, centred with crimson, swung around and he was sucked downwards through a long tunnel. Its edges were smooth and sleek, like oil, and he could find no gripping place. There was no time to think however, as a moment later the tunnel vanished and instead Simon landed, face down, on sand. It tasted of salt.


    When he came to his senses, Simon struggled into a sitting position, wiping his face clean, and glanced around the forefront of the stranger’s mind. He could see distant skies encircling the sand. Clouds bloomed into shining white, then burst into black, fire shooting out from the centre, consuming what they had made. The constant roaring from the sky made Simon cover his ears. The sound however was of the mind, inside the stranger and now inside him, not physical. He found in it something majestic, even exhilarating, in spite of the almost unbearable torrent of noise. The biting sand grains scoured him, but caused him no pain.


    From instinct, he knew that if he should get up, try to walk, then the thought-world the man had placed him in would move also. There would always be this beach, with no water, and this sky. The stranger’s choice, not Simon’s.


    Which of course meant only one thing.


    The stranger was a Sensitive.


    Simon had never met one before. At least not to his knowledge, although such a partial gift would be difficult to see on any casual acquaintance. The people he had grown up with, or whom he had encountered, had either been mind-dwellers, like himself, or possessed of no special powers. Of course, he had heard legends of those who fell into the middle way—halfway between both courses of life, but with the curse of being fully in neither. Able to pick up on the basis of thought and feeling, but lacking the ability to interpret it. From what Simon understood, mainly from his mother, such people tended to die young or were never born. If they lived long, it was said that they lived in pain and their ending was in torment. He could well believe it. How could anyone exist with the knowledge of power, but without the means to use it? There had been none such in Hartstongue. His mother would have known.


    It would have been simple to force the stranger to let him go. Simon’s powers were greater than his; he had only tumbled the scribe here by the easy trick by surprise. But such an act would tear the membrane of his mind, and already Simon could tell by the wild roughness of the sky and the bite of the sand that the man was unschooled in any meditation technique that could heal him. Simon couldn’t understand how he could have survived until adulthood, except that the strength of the place told of a determination he could never hope to comprehend. His only non-violent recourse would be to contact the man here. Directly. In taking either action, Simon would indeed give himself away, but he had no wish to stay. Outside this mind, or within it, the stranger held the greater power. In his sword, in his greater physical strength, and in his cunning. Simon would find that was always so.


    Closing his eyes, he let his thoughts drift outwards, into the darkness the man held within, up to the fire-filled clouds and down, deep into the salt-rich sand. I am here, Simon said in his heart. I am here. I sense you, and I understand. Now you understand also. Let me go. Your power over me away from here is greater than mine over you.


    Stilling his mind and trying to match his heartbeat to the rhythm of the man’s own, Simon waited. Above, the clouds rolled their splendour across the blue-black sky. The glory of them filled the air and then, suddenly, Simon was lifted up, and a tunnel of darkness – the same one by which he had travelled here—opened and he was being pulled back and upwards into it. This time, however, it was his own power which drove the door open, the man’s being already weakened by what he’d asked of it.


    A sensation of flight, of soaring, a sudden flare of pleasure, and a deepening light. Then, the shiver of a breeze over his skin and, blinking, he opened his eyes.


    The stranger still held his hand. Around them, the wood of the real world—its grass, its whisper of leaves, the sky, the air—spun out from where they stood. Their breathing rose and fell in unison. Reluctantly, slowly, Simon withdrew his thoughts from the man’s.


    By then, of course, Simon understood quite well who he was and, the moment the man released his hand, he dropped to his knees.


    “Lord Tregannon, forgive me. I should have known who you were,” he whispered, head bowed, fighting both the need to run and the sudden, unaccountable desire to stay. “But, tell me, my Lord, why the need to hide yourself?”


    In the moonlight, as Simon looked up, Lord Tregannon’s eyes glinted as he smiled.


    “I didn’t hide myself,” he replied. “I simply wished for you and you came to me. Without question.”


    And that was the beginning of it all.


    * * * *


    He paused in his telling of the story—the strange choice that he’d made—hoping that the others would see this as an ending. A time of service, a personal obsession, then a love affair begun and, later, violently ended. Nothing more. And certainly nothing to his glory. But instead of the usual satisfied sighs that would accompany the end of any tale told throughout the lands, there was only silence.


    Then Isabella spoke.


    “But there is more, isn’t there?” she said, leaning towards Simon as if she would pierce him with her gaze. “More that you need to tell, if the mountain is to hear the truth of it. Isn’t there?”


    He swallowed.


    “Yes,” he said. “There is.”


    * * * *


    Her question stripped away the last layer of defence around Simon’s memory. He could see clearly the things he would do to live, to have Ralph’s good opinion, even his smile. The knowledge of them. He had hoped to leave them behind in the distant village and castle. But the mountain, and Isabella, had decreed otherwise. He would not escape so easily.


    “For a few days,” he continued, “I did not understand what Lord Tregannon wanted with me.”


    The night they met, Lord Tregannon left after Simon tasted his mind and its wildness. The Lammas Master asked him to attend his home in the morning and, before it was fully light, he had already packed his small belongings. The rising sun found him waiting outside the castle gate, trying to make sense of what he saw.


    The building itself was impressive, taking up almost the area of four corn fields, to his untutored gaze. Maybe more, but without walking around the walls, it would be hard to say, and Simon was anxious not to be late for his meeting with Lord Tregannon. The outer stone walls on the other side of the moat were more than three times the height of a man, and had recently been fortified with iron spikes that glistened in the sunlight. It was unusual to see such defences, especially as many year-cycles had passed since the wars of the mountains, and he wondered at the Overlord’s caution. The villagers did not strike him as likely to cause trouble, no matter how unreasonable their master.


    Beyond the walls, the central building rose up, a tall tower with patterned stone, strong enough to withstand whatever weapons could be thrown against it and elegant enough to show the riches and taste of its owner. Spreading out from this, Simon knew, would be the living quarters of the household, the servants and the soldiers who were billeted here, each layer away from the central core becoming rougher and more practical to suit the status of the resident. In some households, it was customary for the soldiers to live amongst the livestock, but he did not believe Lord Tregannon would do this. Simon imagined he would understand the need to treat his men well in order to keep their loyalty.


    As he watched, the sounds of the castle began to herald the new day—the grunting of pigs, the occasional cock-crow, the laughter of the maidservants. Along with all these came the smell of baking bread, and his mouth began to water. He had nothing left from the previous day’s supper, so had not yet eaten.


    When Simon judged it would not be too early to make his presence known, he walked towards the nearest manned booth. The soldier on guard blinked and yawned, his grizzled face crinkling into a riot of lines and scars before relaxing again. Behind him, the moat sparkled in the dawn light. He was not one of those who had searched for Simon the night before.


    “Greetings, sir,” Simon said, lifting his cloak so the guard could see he was unarmed. “I come early in response to a summons from your Lord. May I pass?”


    “What business have you? Lord Tregannon rarely sees any associate this early.” The soldier yawned again, causing the smell of stale beer to waft over the scribe’s face, and then narrowed his eyes. “Aren’t you the herb trader? The travelling man?”


    “Yes, that’s right,” Simon said quickly. “Your master sent a message to me yesterday. I believe he wishes to use my skills. For herbs to improve his battle training?”


    This last statement was nothing more than a wild guess. It wasn’t common for rich landowners to play the soldier when they had their own men to do it for them, but the sight of the fortified walls made Simon think Lord Tregannon might be different. The assumption was right, as the guard shrugged, spat once on the ground at the side of his booth, and allowed him to pass.


    “You’ll find the entrance to the living quarters on the other side of the mound,” he said. “The guard on duty will show you the way.”


    “Thank you.”


    Simon’s feet clattered over the cobbled stone bridge. On the moat, the swans were gliding through a small gathering of ducks and wild geese, and, on the bank furthest from the castle, a water-vole scrabbled for food. If he’d had the time, he might have tried to catch it to eat later, but he didn’t want to look too desperate. Entering the wooden gate, the ground turned to dry soil and discarded hay. He made his way across the large bailey, noting the stables and soldiers’ quarters, the bakeries—now just coming to life as he had thought—and the storehouses, kitchens and small dwellings. The air was rich with the scent of horseflesh, men, and bread.


    Most of the activity he saw was very much as would happen in the few other castles dotted over their world, although even in his travels Simon had only skirted the edge of them. Early tradesmen stoked their fires and made their wares ready, servants hurried to obey familiar orders, and women tended to their animals and children.


    Beyond this customary activity, however, came a sense that other workings, other plans were also taking place. He could see a greater number of soldiers within the outer walls than he expected, and not all of them off duty or resting with their families. Five or six of them sat on the bench opposite and, stripping off to the waist, began to rub oil across each other’s shoulders. Preparation for battle training, and as the dark scent of rosemary filled the air, the mix of it told the scribe that their morning would be an intense one. This was no lip service to the cult of the military; this was the strategy of someone who expected trouble.


    That someone would be Lord Ralph Tregannon, but what kind of attack did he expect? In Simon’s recent travels, nothing untoward had reached him. He’d heard no rumour of war or revolt, and his mind had picked up no rushes of violence apart from the usual murmurings of the northern rebels. There would always be discontent, but rarely, in the last year-cycles, any open attack. Rebellion in these lands was almost nothing more than a legend. For the most part, people lived in peace. Even those with the gifting; as long as they remained undiscovered.


    A sudden shake of his elbow brought Simon’s attention back to the activities in the bailey. A tall man with grey hair and sharp green eyes stooped over him. He wore on his shoulder Lord Tregannon’s symbol of the gold star crossed by a black sword, but he was no part of any army.


    “Simon Hartstongue?” he asked and Simon nodded.


    “Good,” he said. “Lord Tregannon will see you now. Come.”


    Without checking what Simon would do, the tall man, whom he assumed to be a high-ranking servant to his lord, turned and began to make his way, limping a little, towards the actual castle. Knowing that the man he’d met last night must have spies reporting to him everywhere, Simon followed the retainer.


    The two of them walked through the dwellings and the open space where the soldiers practised, then over a small wooden bridge across the inner moat. Above, the tree crows circled the castle, their wild song echoing the cries of children. At the point where the hill began to rise, the steps leading upward from the bridge became more ornate. The customary wood changed to a pale stone and each step boasted a different carving: animals, birds, trees and other plants, swords, shields, and lances. Simon stopped to admire them and, within a few moments, his companion had turned back.


    “Hurry,” he said. “We have no time to dawdle.”


    “I’m sorry,” the scribe said, “but these are beautiful. I’ve never seen such a display.”


    The servant frowned, as if the words had been critical but, in truth, Simon had meant them only in admiration.


    “Lord Tregannon is a powerful and respected land-owner,” he said. “The riches you will see are nothing but what is due to him. You will do well not to forget that.”


    Nodding once, Simon said no more, but simply followed his guide. At the top of the steps, he saw a stone-patterned wall, and a door, the outside of which was carved in gilt, the carvings similar to those on the steps. Before they could make their presence known, the door was opened and his companion limped through.


    Once again, he followed and found himself in a great hallway hung with tapestries. Whoever had opened the door must have slipped away somewhere as he could tell at once there was no other mind in the room. The smell of preserved wool filled the air. In the middle of the hall stood a vast table draped with cloth and on it lay a row of swords and knives, gleaming in the light from the wall-sconces. But it was the tapestries which drew his attention most. The thread was of crimson and gold, the weave-work delicate, and each of the four of them showed a scene fitted to the seasons.


    First of all, and naturally the first to be seen on entering, came spring. A young girl, with blonde hair and light blue eyes, had gathered a bunch of sundrops, their yellow petals soothing her face, and was in the act of reaching upwards to the lowest branch of an acorn tree. In the background, other people were caught leaping, playing with garlands, the grass beneath their feet lush and deep green. The sky was filled with birds.


    To the right, the height of summer was depicted. This time, the young girl had been woven taller, more mature, her figure filled out and her waist shapely, and at her side, a dark-haired young soldier danced attendance. The trees too were in their fullness, branches loaded with all manner of fruit and flowers—acorns bursting to seed, rowan petals clustered and so creamy-white Simon could almost smell their sweetness, aspen catkins tufted with tiny hairs. Forgetting the mission and his companion, he leaned closer to admire the handiwork. It must have taken many tapestry workers years to produce such beauty and it certainly had not been produced here. Lord Tregannon must have a vast network of trade routes, and influence, in order to obtain such items. He wondered in passing how much the workers had received for their labour, or even if they had been paid at all.


    Autumn found the boy and the girl now full-grown and with a bevy of children playing at their feet. The sky was mottled with soft golden clouds and on the left Simon could see a vineyard, grapes bursting to harvest, the harvest-workers already gathering in the crop. As he turned back to the couple however, and peered more closely, he could see that their maturity was just on the turn towards old age: lines on their faces had been included and dashes and spots of grey in their hair. The grass too seemed thinner, as if it were drawing in its resources against the threat of winter.


    But, of them all, it was the tapestry showing winter which made him gasp and step back. The girl whose imaginary life he had followed was now an old woman, bent almost double by wild winter storms. She had no companions and the hail drew blood from her skeletal face. The trees were bare and no birds flew in the grey and bitter skies.


    He had never seen such a bleak depiction before. The hall, though beautiful, spoke of the passing of time and all destinies to come. Simon did not know what he was doing here, why he had obeyed Lord Tregannon’s command. He should have turned to run.


    A hand on the shoulder brought him back to himself. The servant. Simon thought he would chastise him again, but instead, the man gave half a smile.


    “They’re astonishing, aren’t they?” he said. “My master paid much to obtain them.”


    Without another word, he left the hall and Simon followed him. Their journey took them through another, smaller, greeting room, this one paved with marble slabs and with carvings at each corner— a fox, an owl, a horseman, and a lone man standing. Simon recognised four of the land’s star symbols and wondered why Lord Tregannon had chosen these. It struck him as an unusual combination and they made no sense.


    From there they turned left into a corridor with barred windows on one side, interspersed with swords, and doors to mysterious rooms on the other. Each door was carved with the star and sword insignia he had seen on the soldiers earlier. It was obvious then, from the riches he walked through, that he had been wrong. This was not simply a castle; this was a palace.


    At last, at the far side of Lord Tregannon’s home, the guide stopped. Tossing him a warning glance, the man knocked on the door, waited for a muffled response and then entered, leaving him outside.


    Simon paused for breath and to think. Not that he was tired, but the day had started in an unfamiliar fashion and he could not see how it might end. Now, as the sun rose higher, he should be back at the village well, tidying his belongings, preparing to trade with the first of the women. It came to him that somehow, and before he’d noticed it fully, his old life had finished and he was about to start afresh. Good, he thought, maybe it was what he needed after all.


    The door opened again before Simon could make any mental preparation for it.


    “My master orders you to enter the antechamber,” the servant said. “He will speak with you there.”


    Simon did so, expecting to find it empty. To his surprise, Lord Tregannon was present, not yet fully dressed. He wore only simple brown hose and was in the act of shrugging on a pure white undershirt. Simon caught a glimpse of muscular shoulders and smooth skin before turning away, the heat rising to his face.


    “M-my lord,” he stammered. “I thought…”


    “You are impressively early, Simon,” Lord Tregannon said, a hint of a smile in his voice. “Wait. Soon I will be dressed, and then…then we can talk.”


    While he waited, Simon tried not to look too much at his companion and gazed around the antechamber instead. He had never been in the private rooms of anyone this powerful before. He had expected gilt and crimson, more foreign tapestries and silk. All the trappings of a rich man engaged in the business of preparing for the day. Instead, the walls were bare and functional, with two charcoal drawings hung on one side, near the window, and a ceremonial sword on the other. The scribe could see no other adornments. Only a simple washbasin filled with water, scented with lavender, a brass ewer, and a side table on which a set of clothes had been placed.


    “Is it not what you had expected?”


    “No, my lord, I…” The sudden question goaded Simon to honesty, even as he wondered if the other man’s partial gifting had sensed his thoughts or if his expression had simply given him away. “I had imagined rich men would gather rich things around them. It is what I would do in your place.”


    Lord Tregannon laughed, his grey eyes dancing. “On the contrary, men born to riches soon tire of them. Rich things are a public display, and not always a private desire.”


    “Of course, sir.”


    Still tasting the Overlord’s words in his mind, Simon smiled; he couldn’t help noticing how the other man’s costume belied him. This day Lord Tregannon had chosen to wear a rich crimson tunic embroidered with gold leaves, which offset the simplicity of his hose, although even there Simon could tell the cloth was expensive and the stitching elegant.


    At last, the Lammas Lord was ready to speak.


    “Have you eaten yet, Simon?” he asked.


    Simon shook his head, uncertain how to reply, but Lord Tregannon only smiled.


    “I see you have had little use of society in your travels. No matter. Come, I will call for food and we will eat together before our business. There is time before the pleasure of the morning hunt.”


    He left the room and Simon followed in his wake. In the corridor outside, he turned right, but not before commandeering a servant with his request. Some moments later, the two men sat in a small corner room in the castle, with windows overlooking the south side of the bailey. From outside, he could hear the noise of cattle and horses, the rise and fall of voices and the clatter of armour. The servants laid out honey and fresh bread, two young pigeons, cheeses and a flagon of ale with two polished beakers on the table, and left bowing.


    “Please,” Lord Tregannon gestured at the table with his hand, gold rings flashing in the sun. “Eat what you will.”


    Simon waited until his companion had torn off bread and spooned honey into the middle of it before serving himself. The bread was still warm and his stomach growled. Lord Tregannon smiled and pushed the platter of bread towards him.


    “Eat,” he said again.


    Needing no third bidding, Simon did so. The bread tasted of summers filled with corn, and the flesh of the pigeon melted on his tongue. The cheese too was potent, a local blending, he assumed, not one he recognised, but every village he had ever travelled through always prided itself on the distinctiveness of its own local cheeses. The distinctly unique flavours depended on the herbs available.


    During the meal, Lord Tregannon said nothing, but once or twice Simon caught him looking at him, those hooded grey eyes seeming to weigh him in the balance. He wondered if he passed the test, and what test it might indeed be. When the meal was over and the root beer drunk, a servant came to take the remains away.


    “Now,” his companion said. “To business.”


    If he had expected Lord Tregannon to return to his private rooms to conduct whatever business he had in mind, he was soon proved wrong. The Overload showed no fear of the possibility of spies. And if Simon had expected him to approach the matter in hand in the round-about custom of his people, he was wrong there also.


    “There are particular things I wish you to do for me,” Lord Tregannon said, leaning forward across the table and fixing his gaze on a spot somewhere in the area of Simon’s right shoulder.


    “My lord?”


    “You may have noticed certain…levels of activity amongst my soldiers in the brief time you spent in the bailey this morning.” When Simon nodded, he seemed satisfied and continued. “Yes, I thought as much. Whatever the poverty of your trade, you do not strike me as an unobservant man. Perhaps though, therein lies the little success you’ve had? Beyond your mind-skills of course. The ability to read people is a desirable one.”


    “Yes, sir,” he said into the pause left for this purpose.


    “Good. Then you will have noticed that I am training my military to fight, and fight well. If you had been in these lands more than a matter of day-cycles, you would have seen other signs also—weapons given to village elders and stored secretly in case of need, the early bringing in of crops, the salting of meat. You would have seen we are preparing for war.”


    “But why, my lord? Who has threatened you? The northern rebels?”


    Even as he spoke, Simon realised that assumption could not be true. The rebels had been beaten and beaten well. They would never be able to regroup; at least not enough to cause a serious problem and not for many years. All the people heard now of them was the occasional rumour, although it was true that those rumours had been recent. In his lifetime, not the lifetime of his parents.


    Lord Tregannon laughed.


    “No,” he said, “but there are other enemies a man has to face. Particularly if you possess the power and riches that I do.”


    Simon nodded, saying nothing. He thought it the wisest course of action. Although, to his way of thinking, a poor man would have enemies who were more dangerous, lacking as he did the means to overcome them. In the meantime, he thought, his companion would tell his mind when he was ready. Not before.


    Sure enough, after a few moments, his host rose from the table, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. Simon watched as Lord Tregannon strode over to the window, leaning out as if to take in the morning air. When he turned around, he was frowning.


    “Can I trust you, Simon Hartstongue?” he said.


    “Yes.” Simon gave his answer without thinking. Gazing then at the Lammas Master’s aristocratic features and those so beautiful dark grey eyes, it struck him that there was in fact nothing this man could ask him to do which he would not do. At once, and without question. The knowledge of how far Simon had already cleaved to Lord Tregannon made him blink.


    “How much?”


    “Absolutely.”


    He smiled. “Then I will tell you.”


    He paused for a moment, and Simon felt a tingle in his skin and the slight clench of his muscles as he waited. Love had not come to him so suddenly before. He had no idea how to deal with it. When Lord Tregannon spoke, his words were not what Simon had expected.


    “There is rebellion all around me,” he whispered, almost as if he was speaking to himself, and Simon had to lean forward to hear him. “Not of the body perhaps, not yet, but of the mind. I catch the scent of it as I hunt, as I eat, in the way my people move about their daily business, and even in my dreams. Do not ask how I know this; you have touched my mind, and you know the small powers I have, although yours of course are greater.”


    Simon must have made some small movement, perhaps to deny the claim, as Lord Tregannon raised one hand briefly as if to silence him.


    “No, let me finish. It has been happening for a while now. Look, I will show you.”


    Without any more words, he took two strides away from the window, reached out, grasped Simon’s hand and rested it on his skin, at the point where the skull met the neck. The seat of the memory, and the store of all things that were seen and were true.


    Simon shut his eyes, but this time there was no sense of falling, no storm and no sudden landing in a strange place. When he opened his eyes again, all he could see were white walls and the flicker of one small candle. His companion did not have power enough to furnish the room he’d chosen to reveal. As Simon moved towards the candle, the only object in the room of interest, he could see that the flicker wasn’t just any flame, but images of people and places. He continued to watch, waiting for Lord Tregannon to show him whatever was on his mind, and the images grew larger and more vibrant, eventually taking over one of the walls. He could hear no sound with his external senses, but his head was filled with noise. Not of words, but of thoughts and emotions.


    Fear. Anger. Mistrust. They coloured Simon’s mind in jagged spills of black and orange, russet and green. He knew without having to search for it that these feelings were inextricably linked with the people walking across his vision. The truth of Lord Tregannon’s memory, what he had seen and stored. The men and women Simon could see were dressed in the dark clothing and simple fabric of the Lammas people. Some he even thought he recognised from his brief stay here, though it was hard to tell as the flickering grew worse. Certainly the scenes around them, through which they walked, were familiar—the village, the cornfields, the line of oaks from which the old women stripped bark for medicine in winter, the well.


    What he was seeing was real and had occurred recently; the vibrancy of the image told him that. His companion could not have forged it. He did not have the power. Lord Tregannon was simply revealing what he had thought and experienced. What surprised Simon most of all, however, was that he himself had not picked up the unsettled nature of the society he found himself in. Why not?


    A moment or two later, and the images faded, the white room disintegrating. He blinked and was back with Lord Tregannon in the here and now. His shape and nearness pressed itself on Simon’s vision, delineated by the sun shining through the window. Once more, Tregannon released him. Simon’s hand dropped to his side and the Lammas Master staggered, recovering from the breaking of the link to his past. And perhaps from what he had sensed from Simon there. But when the scribe reached out, foolishly, to steady him, the Overlord waved the help away. He should not even have dared the gesture.


    “You see?” he said when he was able to. “I did not lie to you.”


    “Why would I think you had, my lord?” Simon asked. “The truth is I do not know why I had not seen these troubles myself.”


    The words spoken drifted in the vibrant space between the two men. It was the first time Simon had acknowledged the power he had without denial and in so obvious a manner, and Lord Tregannon knew it also. He smiled but said nothing, then closed his eyes.


    Simon took the gesture as an invitation. Focusing on the other man’s face, he concentrated again, this time more deeply, and found himself skirting the forefront of the Overlord’s mind. In a moment, perhaps two, he had the answer and withdrew at once.


    “There is someone hiding what is happening here?” he said, his throat dry. “Some greater force, you think, my lord?”


    Lord Tregannon’s eyes flashed open and he frowned. “How did you know that? You have not…”


    A moment’s pause and his frown cleared. “You have already read my mind?”


    “Only the part you wished me to see, sir. I went no further.” Inadvertently, Simon took a step back, and then made himself stand still.


    Lord Tregannon smiled and shook his head. “You are in no danger here, Simon. Besides, your talents are greater, and more subtle than I had realised, and so you have nothing to fear; I have need of you. Can you discover something more about this… force invading my land?”


    “It is not possible. Such a thing cannot happen. There is…”


    “Please, Simon? Can you try now?”


    Lord Tregannon’s eyes hooked him, and the scribe swallowed. “Yes, sir. Of course. May I sit?”


    When he nodded, Simon reached out behind himself, not breaking the Overlord’s gaze, and drew up the chair. Then he sat and closed his eyes, allowing his mind to spin outwards. He didn’t dwell on the shape and history of the castle—the legacy of his companion’s ancestors, the shadow of them dwelling in the corners; he could taste all this later. He passed over its surroundings, too: the men already in the fields waiting for the full heat of the sun, the women sewing, caring for the children, clucking over supposed misdemeanours. The noise, the sweat, the long beginning of the day. The village he was coming to know.


    Instead, in his mind only, he flew, as free as the morning wren, out through the fields and woods, the rivers and marshes, as far as the mountains and beyond. All they understood of the land they dwelt in. Its heartbeat, its music, its song. As always, when Simon performed this act, he was ravished with the beauty of it, the only darker tone being his own presence. And, as always too, the very fact that his mind had spread so wide and so thin meant that he could gain impressions only, not focused sight. Perhaps, though, that was a mercy; the reality of beauty could itself be destructive.


    Floating there, in the heart of the land, everything felt as it should. Steadiness, the seasons’ cycle, the slow onward movement of the earth. Perhaps Lord Tregannon had been wrong and what he had experienced was only in his own character, no more? Strong enough a feeling to deceive the scribe also, but…


    When he’d almost decided that nothing could be wrong, Simon felt the brush of it through his mind. Even then he almost missed it: a curling at the edges of understanding. Something held back which he did not have either strength or wit to catch hold of. A shadow; a possibility. He gasped, but whether in reality or simply in thought he couldn’t tell. It felt—thought—dark. Fleeting. Each time he looked at where it had been, it was gone. As if it were playing with him.


    What was it in any case?


    Drawing back his mind from the other paths it had flitted down, he concentrated on the thing which shouldn’t have been there. At the edge of the eye, it lurked. Small, but impossibly strong. How could…? There, he had it—almost. If he could only…


    A flash of unbearable pain across the mind’s skin and Simon was tumbling, out of control, thoughts sparking in all directions, uncontainable. Around him the sky, the air, exploded and the trees and rivers shrunk to almost nothing. And the land screamed. Night swooped in. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t… No air, no breath, no…nowhere to fall, and yet no chance to stop. He was shaking…someone, something…was shaking him. He couldn’t be still, no chance to regroup, no…couldn’t see, couldn’t think…


    Sweating and gasping, Simon’s body shook so hard that he had no knowledge of how to make it stop. Or of what had brought him here. Here? Somewhere. Where was he? What had happened? What…?


    “Simon, open your eyes. Simon.”


    Automatically, from an internal pull he couldn’t name, he tried to do what the voice said. He could see white slabs, large and plain. He could smell herbs. Rosemary. Lemongrass.


    With a gasp, he sat up, mind spinning back from the directions he’d sent it out, and the chair he must have fallen from slid away across the stone floor. For a moment, Simon couldn’t recognise the stranger in front of him, and then it seeped back: Lord Ralph Tregannon; his request; the unexpected encounter.


    It took a while for his breathing to regulate itself again. During that time, Simon’s companion waited in silence. He offered water and the scribe took it, smiling thanks. Or trying to.


    When at last the shaking had stopped, Lord Tregannon seized the tumbled chair, righted it and sat down. Then he spoke.


    “What did you see?” he asked.


    Turning his gaze away, Simon thought for a moment. “I don’t know. I didn’t think I’d see anything. It all looked as it should: the land, the mountains, the sea. All of it. But…”


    “But…?”


    He took a breath, feeling the warmth of it filling his lungs. “There’s something there I didn’t understand, and I couldn’t hold down…in my thoughts, I mean. Something dark, powerful, intrusive.”


    “Did you sense anything else?”


    “No. Whatever it was, it knew what I was doing. It pushed me away, cut through my mind somehow so I wasn’t in control of the meditation anymore.”


    For a moment, he couldn’t speak. Lord Tregannon broke the silence.


    “How powerful is this…thing?”


    Simon half-laughed. “More powerful than I am.”


    “Powerful enough to change the hearts and minds of my people and turn them against me? Powerful enough to start a war where we have had peace for so long? To destroy everything I and my father before me have built here?”


    When he looked up at the Lammas Master from his position still on the floor, he could see the other man’s face was filled with shadows. He thought also that Lord Tregannon’s eyes were wet, but Simon could never be sure, either then or afterwards, and he was too weak to delve any further.


    “Yes,” the scribe said.


    “So.” He blinked and gazed at Simon. “Will you help me?”


    “I…”


    “Wait,” he said. “I have more to say to you.”


    Nothing of what Lord Tregannon had said or shown captured him as fully as what he said next.


    Leaning back on his chair, the Overlord opened his hands out in a gesture of honesty and asking, and his eyes at last met Simon’s.


    “I know something dangerous about you, Simon Hartstongue,” he said, “but at the same time what you now know about me, what you found out last night, could bring death upon my head. We are even. Almost. The simple fact of the matter is that I trust you. Do not ask me why, but it is true. I trust you and I need your help to survive. Please, will you help me?”


    


    Johan


    Simon’s choice of story is unexpected. Not expecting it to move him, it startles Johan to realise he is thinking of Annyeke. He wonders how she is managing the burden he left her with. He also hopes the mind-circle is doing its work. The elders promised him that it would. Perhaps it is simply the strangeness of the journey that leaves him unable to feel their protection. It is a one-way path however; there is no method of linking with his home. Not until he is there. Now, Simon closes his eyes. He is still talking.


    “How could I resist his plea, or the life he offered me?” the scribe says, as if he is asking permission, although Johan has none to give. “I was already in love with Ralph—more than I have loved any man—and besides, no one had ever asked me anything before, as if leaving me room for choice. That is the truth of it. And because of this, I have done all Ralph Tregannon’s bidding, however cruel or strange, up until the time of the hanging. I hated it, but I did it, whatever he asked of me, because I believed him and because the taste of him clung to my mouth. It still does. Because of me, many innocent people are dead. You see, I am not worth your labour. You should leave me.”


    Johan does not know what to say to this. He is not skilled in matters of the heart but, as the acknowledged leader, he must do something. Simon’s despair will overwhelm them all and then they will surely be lost. He had thought the story telling would strengthen them, but instead he feels jagged darkness in the air. Does Isabella feel it too? He glances at her but she is deep in thought. The cool mountain breeze drifts over his face and body.


    Swallowing, Johan rises and walks towards Simon, his feet tapping out an uncertain rhythm over rock. He’s not sure, but he thinks the scribe might be crying. He has no idea what will be best to say. The man may be a coward and a murderer, but he is still a man.


    “He speaks to you,” he says at last. “Even now, after what Tregannon has done to you, he is first in your mind.”


    The words are meant as a kind of comfort, even respect, but Simon looks up, frowning. “Is that an accusation?”


    Johan takes a step back. “No. A statement only.”


    “Meaning…?”


    He stares at the scribe and, after a moment or two, decides to tell him the truth of the story.


    “Meaning,” he says, “that what you have told us here wasn’t the first tale on your heart. Was it?”


    “No, but I don’t see…”


    “Wait. I haven’t finished. You can argue with me later if you wish.” Now in his stride and away from the subject of emotions, Johan finds that his shoulders have relaxed. “What I’m saying to you is this: you wanted to tell us about your mother. No, don’t ask how I knew that. It was as clear in your thoughts as if you’d shouted it to the stars. But instead you tell us about Tregannon. Haven’t you wondered why that is, Simon? You tell us the story of how you met him because, even as far away as they still are, the enemy is allowing him to infiltrate your thoughts. He wants to make you come back to him. He wants to catch you.”


    Simon laughs. “Don’t be stupid. That’s impossible. Ralph never had the power for that. He wouldn’t be able to contact me. Not without my knowing it.”


    Johan sighs. “That may be true, but because he now has access to another kind of power, then he can do far more than you imagine.”


    “You mean because of Ge… the enemy?”


    “Be careful. You mustn’t say his name. Neither out loud, nor in your thoughts. The pulse of it draws him closer, gives him more power over you.”


    As he speaks his last few words, Johan hunkers down and fixes the scribe with his gaze.


    “You must beware of making too many mistakes,” he continues. “Do you understand?”


    “No,” Simon replies, and Johan can tell he has surprised himself with such honesty. “No, I don’t. I know that the…the enemy has unbelievable power. I’ve seen it for myself. Experienced it. But what I don’t understand is why I don’t sense I’m being manipulated. If that is indeed what’s happening here. I only have your word for it, after all. How can you be so sure?”


    Johan blinks before returning to where Isabella sits patiently. For a moment he says nothing, and when he does speak again he doesn’t turn to look at the scribe. Instead he gazes off into the bleak mountain air, waiting for what he hopes will happen.


    “It is not my certainty that counts, but yours. But we are not done with you yet,” he whispers. “This journey is only at its beginning. And this only the first stage. Open your eyes and see. The mountain will spare you for your honesty. Look, its people are coming.”


    With that, he takes two steps back towards Simon and grips his shoulder. His words have not been entirely true; the mountain people are indeed approaching them but whether for good or ill he cannot say.


    


    Simon


    Something dry and strange touched him. When he looked up at Johan, for a moment he thought his companion’s shadow had shifted, but then he realised his mistake. A grey, dark figure was coalescing next to them. A tall, thin shape. Almost a man but not quite. At the same time, the mountain began to sing, softly.


    The shape solidified. Simon could see sharp edges; small crevices held within the man-like structure but caught up in a continual shimmering. He could feel the rapid thud of his heart gather pace as it leaned in towards him. Behind the first apparition, more of the strange creatures began to shiver into life.


    “Mountain people,” he breathed. “Mountain people. They’re alive.”


    They were alive. The legends, all the stories his mother and the village women had told, the tales Simon had soaked up in childhood, the very few times—again as a child—that he’d seen them, their trade with the peoples he’d come across before their sudden vanishing once more. They were still here.


    Simon felt a small hand slipping into his and, at the same time, Johan released his grip. Hugging the boy closer, he continued to stare at the scene happening in front of him.


    The mountain people rose from the ground. First ones and twos and then small groups clustering together, melding into each other and then flowing apart again. He had never seen so many at once. As they appeared, the rocks beneath and around them grew smaller. Above their singing, Simon could hear the occasional cry of the hunting owl and the faint murmur of the wind. He sensed too the boy’s wonder—an echo of his own.


    Time seemed to pause, with no telling how many stories’ lengths passed as the travellers continued to gaze. At last no more apparitions came and for a while there was stillness. Then the one nearest to Simon—the one who had first appeared, although whether man or woman, or even if such things mattered, he had never been able to tell—stepped towards him.


    Simon stood to greet him. For now, the him seemed right. As the mountain man approached, a smell of dust and snow swept over the scribe. And also heat, like rocks burned by the dog days of summer. And with it came a sense of solidarity and peace, the like of which Simon had never known. It was as if all of this place, the history of the mountains, and the timeless nature of their being were blending together, but without threat and suffocation which had happened before. No, instead, now, he felt centred. Physically centred, not simply through the life of his thoughts. For the first time in his whole existence, for a moment or two only, it felt as if being here was right, the boy clutching his legs, the both of them facing the reality of something rarely seen. Simon’s breath caught in his throat, and tears welled up, not yet spilling. His flesh too revelled in the joy of it.


    In front, he could see what appeared to be lines and scars on the rock figure’s features. They were not blemishes, but instead a delineation of what he was—hauntingly beautiful. A creature at one with his surroundings. Simon’s skin began to tingle, as if drawing close to flame, but he had no desire to run. The figure came closer still. He reached out to touch the scribe. Next to him, Johan gasped but Simon paid no heed. The mountain dweller’s fingers were cool on his face. A blend of rock and water. Something in his mind cracked open, as if he had discovered a cave in a place in his thoughts he had never thought to look. When Simon breathed in, the essence of the figure entered him and he felt then what the mountain had felt for years. Aeons. Time beyond comprehension. Acceptance. Peace.


    The mountain man was with him, in the cave he’d found. The mountain was around him and part of him also. A living, breathing, growing thing, where he’d thought to find mere granite and rock. He’d never realised it. Shutting his eyes, Simon breathed in the knowledge of all the year-cycles the mountain had existed and he had not. A calm sense of waiting. Surfaces of shining black, and all the colours that lay beneath. The gentle streaks of water released from the refreshment of sky. The echo of the night and the warmth and pulse of the day. The countless invisible footprints of man and animal, insect and bird, which had trod the surface of the mountain’s skin. Finding a way to reach out and meet those few men and women who saw them, the mountain, as something to be cherished, not endured. The short times they’d succeeded—so short compared to the rivers of time the mountain had lived through. Learning, so long ago now, to live with the field-dwellers. For a while. And then hatred, the field-dwellers’ attempt at destruction, how some had torn flesh from the mountain’s body and used it for themselves. The grief at loss, the withdrawal from pain. And then silence. Mourning. Learning to live by, and with, only themselves. A lesser self. Waiting. Breathing. Waiting. Acceptance once again. And peace.


    So much peace. Simon was filled with the unending river of it. Complete.


    The last thing he remembered thinking was how small his life was in its own totality, how petty and meagre his fears.


    


    When Simon came to, he was lying on the ground, bathed in gentle evening light. Above, he could see the slow formation of stars to come: the Owl; the River; the Horseman.


    And with them, the gradual fading of the peace. Mourning the loss of it, he couldn’t regret the experience. Surely he would spend a lifetime understanding it. When he turned his head, the boy was lying next to him. Asleep. Beyond him, the shapes of their two companions near a small fire. Isabella was warming a pot over the flames. Simon must have sighed, or made some small sound as she looked up from her task, gazed at him for a moment and then looked away. She might have been frowning.


    


    Isabella


    As she watches, trying to understand what has happened, Johan takes the pot from her hands. He pours the liquid into a cup before standing and making his way towards the scribe.


    Isabella’s heart beats fast. The mountain people. They did not kill Hartstongue, as Gelahn had wanted. Why not? Neither do all the potions she blends seem to make any difference. What is protecting him? If Hartstongue reaches Gathandria, there will be the chance of the land’s survival as it is now and she cannot bear the thought of that. It will mean that everything she has loved will truly be lost and nothing recovered. Perhaps, however, her Master is simply waiting. There is something he seems to want to know about the scribe, although he has not yet honoured Isabella with the secret. Not yet.


    In the meantime, she watches and listens as Johan offers Hartstongue the cup. It’s corn soup. Strong enough to disguise the taste of the blend she is trying this time.


    “How did you get this?” he asks her brother.


    Johan smiles. It lights up his eyes.


    “I’ve carried the corn with me,” he says. “It’s Isabella’s favourite food. This is the last of our supply, but we thought it would be fitting to finish it here. It’s my own recipe.”


    “It’s good,” the scribe says. The fool.


    “Thank you.”


    “Johan?”


    “Yes?”


    “What happened here—the mountain people, their appearance, it was good. The best day, I swear it. But why did they come?”


    “Why do you think?” her brother replies. Isabella can still taste his confusion in her mind. Sometimes she wonders if she should be the leader of this strange expedition, rather than he.


    Hartstongue frowns and turns away. He has stopped drinking the soup. She dare not force him to take more; her brother is close enough to notice any sudden change in her mind-wall.


    “We killed them,” the scribe says, his voice only a whisper. “Didn’t we? We killed them. My people. Because we didn’t understand their strangeness or that their different nature was never a threat. We traded with them for a while, as it suited us, and then we drove them back to where they came from. We took the gift they offered and then destroyed the giver. Although of course small groups must have survived, here and there. I have heard tell of them as I travelled from one country to another. But ever since then we have not found lasting peace with any who come through the mountains. The legends, the stories we tell of them, are wrong. The children need not be frightened; the only monsters are we ourselves. Gods and stars, to be learning this now.”


    With a grimace he sets the soup down. The boy blinks awake and, hair tousled, creeps towards his unlikely master. He knocks over the cup and Isabella almost gasps. Her brother tuts, shrugs, picks up the cup and hands it back to her. She can barely speak and is sure they must hear the drumming of her thoughts.


    Hartstongue looks up at Johan once more.


    “What they showed to me,” he says. “Is this the end? Will we not reach Gathandria after all?”


    Her brother shakes his head, pursing his lips at the way the scribe is willing to give up so easily.


    “We will reach it,” he says, the lies and false confidence of his heart coming swiftly to his tongue. “Your journey with us has barely begun.”


    “Yes, somehow I thought you might say that.”


    His answer makes even Isabella laugh.


    They stay on the mountains for another five day-cycles, climbing ever upward, while the air turns colder. Always Gelahn is behind them and they all know it, even the boy, but for reasons Isabella can’t understand her Master makes no move. Her brother doesn’t question it; he thinks it is a protection woven from Simon’s petty story of misplaced love. Only Isabella knows that cannot be the case.


    The wind makes the scar on the scribe’s face itch until she, at Johan’s request, is forced to bathe it in a solution of water and geranium herbs. She makes sure that there is little enough gentleness in the act but Hartstongue makes no complaint. Perhaps he knows she has every right to hate him. After all, many others do. To the scribe, she is simply one more strange enemy. He and Johan manage to catch and kill a young fox abandoned by its mother, and a pair of owls. It is enough for them to fool the edges of their hunger.


    Enough, too, for Isabella to continue the poisoning, although this time she makes sure the magic is focused on the mind and spirit only. It is that which will unman him.


    


    Simon


    Every day, they travelled higher towards the peaks of the mountains, which somehow never seemed to come any closer. They lurked, black turrets against a clear sky, and in the heat of the day the haze gave them the appearance of quivering, as if about to fall. In spite of what he’d learned, a nugget of dread remained in his heart. The boy hardly dared stray from his side, and had no courage to glance upwards. Simon could sense the churning of the boy’s blood, as well as his own, and wondered how long it would be before it overcame them both.


    


    Isabella


    After dividing the food, the four of them eat in silence. The boy tears the flesh of the fox with his teeth as if fearing he will never eat again. Over the firelight, Johan catches her eye and smiles for a moment or two before turning back to his meal. He does not understand that she has never enjoyed the company of children, though with Petran she might have tried. This is something Isabella has never shared with her brother. Like many things now. Hartstongue finishes his meal. Now is a good time to goad him.


    “When you teach your pupil, do you always use your own legends?” she asks.


    “Yes,” he says, wiping his fingers clean on his cloak. The man is always overly fastidious. “I thought it would be easier, and more enjoyable for him. Everyone knows the land’s myths, even those who cannot speak their truths.”


    “You call them myths? You do not believe them then?”


    Hartstongue smiles and shakes his head. “I did when I was younger. Now, I believe in what they try to symbolise, not in the literal fact. The boy knows this, though I can tell he thinks I am foolish.”


    Reaching out, he cuffs the boy’s head, but gently, making him giggle soundlessly and play-act a blow in return.


    “But what if they are true?” Isabella says in a tone that brooks no response. “What of your beliefs then?”


    Something dark flashes across the scribe’s face. He laughs, but the sound is uneasy. She knows that his dreams this night will be full of doubt. Even, where the mind-poison encourages it, the shape of Gelahn’s cane.


    


    Johan


    In the morning, they continue their climb. In his spirit, Johan feels as if the four of them are walking on ice and soon the jagged cracks will appear. He does not understand why they are safe still, but for as long as he is able to do so he will continue to lead them upwards. Once there, Simon will have to face a test of his courage in order to commence the next stage of the journey home. Johan cannot even begin to mull over the question of whether or not Simon will succeed, so he concentrates instead on their physical realities.


    It is as if they are scaling the peaks of the world. As they rise ever higher, the air thins and grows colder, and the crisp edges of snow begin to appear in spite of the apparent closeness of the sun. Simon wraps his cloak around both the boy and himself as they walk and Johan smiles to see the act.


    As they climb, conversation ceases. From instinct, the group matches their steps to the youngest member, but Simon, too, is having trouble. Johan and Isabella have no such difficulties, outpacing the boy and scribe at regular intervals and having to stop and wait for them to catch up.


    Clouds drift across the ice-blue sky, and hawks wheel around the gradient of peaks, now and again plunging downwards to seize upon an unknown prey. They are as sleek and large as young river-swans with a wingspan twice as much again, speckled white and grey, with a soulful cry that pierces thought. In Gathandria, it is said that as long as hawks live in the mountains, then all the land will be safe. That has turned out to be a lie.


    As they watch the hunt, Simon’s stomach rumbles, and Johan turns back along the narrow path towards him.


    “I’m sorry,” he says. “There’ll be no more food for any of us until our first stage destination is reached, although we have water enough. We will need then to be light and clear.”


    “What do you mean?” Simon pants, but Johan gives him no answer. In truth he cannot.


    Upwards. Ever upwards.


    The air grows even thinner and the path steeper. The boy and the scribe scrabble along as best they can, sometimes snatching at the rock face to maintain balance. When, once, Simon dares to glance down at the distant valleys beneath, Johan feels the wave of the scribe’s fear in his throat.


    Don’t fall, Simon. Keep moving.


    Simon opens his eyes. At his feet the boy looks up at him, his young face a question mark. The scribe scowls and Johan senses his inner words, all but shaken out of his head. Yes, I’m a coward. But you knew that when you met me.


    Johan does not answer; he cannot argue the point.


    At last, after several hours, the path grows too narrow to climb in pairs and they are forced to travel singly. Now and again, a scattering of small stones or handfuls of snow dislodge themselves from the path and tumble down into the valley beneath.


    Late that night—so late that they see the way only by moonlight and the flicker of stars—Johan finds a small hollowed-out section of the rock-face on the left. It allows shelter from the wind and enough of a flat surface to avoid the danger of tumbling to their deaths. Isabella arranges outer clothing into a blanket for warmth, and then they suck the moisture from the snow clinging to the lip of the mountain. There is nothing else to sustain them.


    The boy sleeps first, and Simon hugs the small body to him. Johan wonders if he may have misjudged the man; he is a coward, yes, but he has compassion. For some. The last thing he remembers before falling asleep is the moonlight glittering across his sister’s hair.


    


    Isabella


    Hartstongue dreams of hawks and unknown danger. She makes sure of that. There are other things she has made sure of in the night too. He will discover them soon enough.


    In the morning, he takes a while to come to himself, the sun playing on his scar.


    “Boy?” the scribe reaches out to where the child has lain next to him, but his hand touches mere snow and rock. “Boy?”


    Hartstongue is fully awake then, his face creased into a frown.


    “Scribe?”


    At the sound of her voice, his head jerks around, towards the back of their small refuge. There, Isabella is crouching in the shadows, holding the boy and pretending to soothe his forehead.


    “He was crying in his sleep,” she whispers, “but you must have been too far gone into dreams to hear him. I had to wake him.”


    The scribe is at her side before she can finish speaking. “What’s wrong? How is he?”


    Isabella shakes her head and he follows her gaze towards the boy. Naturally, after what she has done, the child’s face looks small and pale. He is no longer breathing.


    At first the scribe doesn’t understand.


    “It’s the cold, isn’t it?” he says. “This place. Gods, what have I done to him? I should never have… Here, let me take him.”


    She lifts the dead boy into his arms. Hartstongue tries to remove the scrap of cloak from the child’s shoulders, the one she has poisoned him by, but his fingers hold tightly to the edge, as if holding onto life itself. In vain.


    The scribe swears again, softly, and the shape of her brother at the front of the hollow casts their refuge into darkness.


    “Is the boy dead?” Johan asks, hunkering down next to them and putting his hand on the dead child’s arm. “Believe me, Simon, I am sorry for it. The gods know he was never meant to be part of our journey but…”


    “No.”


    The scribe’s harsh tone brings silence. But Isabella has no time to lead her brother away from the realisation of what she has done as, suddenly and shockingly, the boy stirs.


    It is impossible. But it is real. She does not know what to do or how to react but it doesn’t matter; neither man glances at her.


    “See,” Hartstongue whispers. “You, too, can be wrong. He’s alive.”


    It is so indeed, but not for long. Holding the small frame closer still to his heart, cloak and all, the scribe tries to infuse his own body heat into the child’s, in an effort to stop him falling into the great slide to death from where no one has ever returned.


    No. He must not be allowed to do this. She will do anything. Anything to…


    Already it is too late. Into the air comes Johan’ voice: “Do you love him that much, Simon?”


    “Yes. Yes,” the scribe says. “What did you think? Would you want someone you loved—your own sister—to die like this? Would you?”


    Without waiting for any answer, Hartstongue groans, his mind searching wildly for solutions and unable to settle on any. At once Isabella sees her chance. Yes, this could destroy them both. She reaches forward and touches him on the arm, putting all the compassion she can muster into her face.


    He blinks at her, the tears rising fast.


    “Why don’t you…?” she pretends to hesitate and he’s caught as firmly as bird in a trap. “You can help him, you can…”


    She doesn’t even need to finish the sentence; Hartstongue’s expression clears at once. The fool. He’s going to do what can never be done. Now they have him; she and Gelahn.


    


    Simon


    Isabella’s stumbling words rolled through the chill air. In his frantic efforts to warm the boy into life again, he’d forgotten the one thing that might help the child most.


    But it was madness, and he was so out of practice in the ancient skills. How could he…? But there might still be time.


    He would have to hurry.


    Ignoring Johan’s warning cry, Simon placed his hand on his own forehead, concentrating the essence of his soul into his fingers. Then, drawing them away—a sense of separation that made him gasp—he placed them onto the boy’s head. Just next to his eyes, where the skin would be most fragile: the easiest entrance to his mind. Simon had only performed this rite once before and then it had been with Ralph, in the act of love. It was not something a mind-dweller used lightly. Now, it would be an act of rescue; if it worked.


    Burn marks appeared where he touched the boy. Gods, Simon had been too quick, too rough in his desperation to bring him back from the valley of quietness, but he had no time for anything more complicated. The part of his mind he’d taken soaked in through the boy’s outer coating of flesh, blood and memory. A quick journey, but brief and bloody. No time for meditation or slow acceptance. Simon prayed he would not hurt him too much.


    And then he was there. Spinning through unfamiliar darkness, eyes assaulted by images and people he could not name: a tall man, a dog, trees, a woman crying, the village. All of them glimpsed only for a moment as he reached out to try to find the boy. Where his inner life lay hidden. So dark, so very dark. How could Simon find him in this? He could not cry out, as the boy would have no means of responding. The physical disabilities of a person were always the same, inside as out. Though the wishes might improve on weakness, they could not give something where there was nothing. Simon would have to find him by other means.


    What attribute most described his friend? If he could focus on that, then he might somehow reach him through it. But what described the boy best? Eagerness? Willingness to learn? Courage? All of these were true, but none so deep as to…


    No. He had it. The attribute the boy possessed beyond all measure and which Simon envied him for. And which might save the child now.


    Peace.


    The small, separated part of Simon breathed out. The speed of the images slowed, but did not stop. He took another breath and tried again. Still it was not enough. If he expended energy enough to bring peace and steadiness here, he would not have strength left to bring the boy back. The two of them would be trapped. To save himself, Simon would have to leave him.


    But he could not do that. He counted the boy as a friend. Perhaps his only true one. He had never let his master down. He couldn’t abandon the boy now.


    I haven’t enough… Help me.


    Fears shook themselves into words and flew from Simon’s mind, linking the part of himself in the boy’s thoughts to the greater part outside, in the shallow cave. For a flashpoint of time, he could see the shapes of their two companions and taste the chill of air. A fleeting sense of the frown on Johan’s face, a hint of his hand’s movement and then Simon was back in the interior darkness.


    Where the images were beginning to move faster again.


    He tried another breath of peace, but could see no sign or hint of the boy’s response.


    No.


    Now his legs felt weak, and his arms were shaking. Not only that, but his vision was becoming blurred. Soon there would be no reason for this wild endeavour. Soon he would be more truly alone.


    One more time. Surely he could try one more time. He just had to…


    Simon stretched out his hand, eyes closed. The gesture was futile but he wanted the boy, somehow, to know he’d tried. Perhaps even now his fingers would pick up some trace of where the boy might be and he might be able to…


    And then, suddenly, his eyes flew open. Someone else stood next to him. He knew it, although it was impossible to see for sure in the darkness. Someone else’s arm stretched out and Simon felt an unexpected strength flowing through his limbs and heart. He had no idea how it happened but the images of the boy’s memory suddenly slotted into place and held position. The shape of them formed a tunnel, just large enough for a man to walk through. It glittered with an unseen light although, even as he stared, the images began to fade.


    Hurry, Simon. There is not much time.


    Stepping forward, the other presence still at his side, almost a part of him, he glanced from left to right, trying to make out gaps in the memory images which might speak of the boy’s location. Trying to see the impossible.


    At first nothing. Then, at the edge of his vision, a scar.


    Without thought, he turned. As he did so, the distant rumble of mental collapse—the boy’s—began to reverberate from not far along the tunnel. In less than three or four beats of the heart, the boy would die. The rumble increased into a roar. Simon could see the scar now—undulating. Placed between a tall woman with an expression of sadness and a narrow stream. He recognised neither. It didn’t matter. He swept his hand across and into it. His fingers met pulsating heat. Something in the heat brushed against him. He clutched whatever it was and held on.


    The roar filled Simon’s head. Concentrating what little thought he had on escape, he began to run. The darkness rushed into the space behind. Began to catch up. Overtake. It tore at his legs, his body, his mind. From the presence next to him, another surge of impossible strength. The nameless terror spinning its web now. The acrid smell of sweat. Then a slash of light, a sensation of flying, the knowledge of release.


    And he was back in the cave, sun dazzling his eyes and tears pouring down his face. Torn, bloody, shattered, but alive.


    Simon fell backwards, the boy still clasped in his arms. A long moment of uncertainty, the foretaste of failure, and then the child took a harsh breath. And another, and opened his eyes.


    “It’s all right. It’s all right, little one,” he said over and over again, though he was sure the boy could not understand the meaning. “You’re here, you’re safe.”


    The boy smiled and closed his eyes again. In sleep, he began to breathe easily.


    At last, his torrent of meaningless words came to an end. His mind felt weak and his limbs shook as if they’d never be able to move again. When he looked up, Simon could see Johan kneeling at the entrance to the shelter. His face looked grey and his eyes as black as night. He too was trembling.


    Simon swallowed.


    “Thank you,” he said. “I don’t know how you did it, how you helped me, but thank you.”


    


    Johan


    For a long moment, while the morning birds fall silent and wolves stop howling, Johan gazes at his sister. She’d refused to help him with the mind-rescue. Why? He has never known her be ruled by fear. For the first time, the connection between them feels harsh and unnatural. He cannot do this without her.


    Isabella shakes her head and turns away from him.


    “You had no need of my help,” she whispers. “See, the two of you have succeeded well enough on your own.”


    Springing up, Johan stares at Simon, incapable of speaking to him. Simon breaks the impasse, and his words are words of defeat.


    “It’s no good,” he says, “The boy and I, we’re finished. We can travel with you no further on this mountain. I’m grateful for what you’ve done, Johan, for saving him—and me—but haven’t you asked enough of us? Surely the danger is over by now. I, one man only, I am not so important. The… Your enemy will have found other victims.”


    Johan simply stands where he is on the snowy path. His mind is telling him they need to move and fast. The enemy is raising strength for another attack. He almost wishes he’d left the boy dead, but cuts off the thought as unworthy. Now, he must find the words to spur on his charge.


    “You are more than you think you are,” he says at last, his voice low, almost unrecognisable. As he speaks, the truth of it fires through him. Simon is more than they know. More even than he knows. What has just happened has proved it. But how can it be so? “It was you who saved the boy, not me. But you need worry about the mountain no more.”


    “Good. That surely is a relief to all of us. But tell me, why not?”


    “Because now, Simon, it is time for the next part of our journey.”


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter Ten: The Trial of the Air, Part One


    


    


    Simon


    That didn’t sound like good news. Turning, Simon gazed uncomprehendingly out from the cave at the small circle of clear air, criss-crossed by ravens and distant grey-lined clouds. He could see no way from the mountains but back down the way they had come.


    “Oh yes?” he said. “There is only more mountain to climb. What happens when we reach the end of it? Do we fly?”


    Johan shook his head.


    “Look for yourself,” he said.


    Shrugging off the cloak, Simon wrapped it around the boy and laid him carefully on the cave floor. He stirred once, but did not waken. Isabella moved to watch over him. “Go on.”


    Simon stood up, slowly. The effort took more out of him than he’d imagined and his legs nearly gave way. But, cursing his weakness, he gripped the edge of the rock overhang and, after a few unsteady moments, the feeling passed.


    At the cave entrance, the cold wind hit him. But it was the view that made Simon gasp. The mountain was not as it had been before. Instead of the path up which they had laboriously climbed, there was only sheer cliff and an impossible drop. Above, what he had thought to be at least another day-cycle’s climb to the top—if that was where Johan and Isabella were guiding them—had somehow shortened and he could have reached out his hand to touch the jagged barren peak. He clung to the edge of the shelter and forced his breathing to slow.


    Without warning, a flock of ravens cut across the view, giant wings all but touching his face, and he almost lost his grip. Instead of the customary blackness, they were white, like the snow. His fingers fell away from the cold rock edge and for a moment or two out of time he grasped at nothing. Then warm flesh and a low voice, this time not in thought only.


    “I wouldn’t do that, Simon. Not yet anyway.”


    


    Johan


    The scribe gazes at him, speechless. Simon’s confusion is overpowering, but already Johan is glimpsing the opportunities to come. They do not have long but, in the time they have, he must build up the other man’s knowledge. The more Simon understands, the more they will all be protected. But such knowledge has to be fed slowly; everything at once will destroy him.


    “How…?” Simon stutters. “How…?”


    Johan lets go of the scribe’s hand, his body shielding Simon from the sheer drop only a few feet in front.


    “You ask so many questions, Simon Hartstongue. But, truly, can you bear the answers?”


    The scribe squares his shoulders and nods. Johan smiles.


    “The mountain is alive,” he says. “You have seen that in the people you have met here, though I do not think you will see them again. At least, not until…but no matter. For now, one meeting only has been granted between you and the dwellers of the rock. It is enough. But what you have not seen is that the mountain is not simply the place where they exist; it is their flesh and blood, how they live and who they are. Because of that, the shape of the mountain is not fixed.”


    “Don’t mock me. That can’t be true. Besides, in my lifetime there has been no shift in the view the valley dwellers gaze on.”


    “No,” he concedes, “but that is because, in the years since what you call the wars of the mountains and even in the current battle situation, the mountain people have been regaining their strength. Preparing themselves for the ordeal to come.”


    “What ordeal?” Simon frowns. “Is it to do with the enemy?”


    “Yes, but I cannot tell you everything now. You will know soon enough. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said so much.”


    “Why not? Why can’t you tell me? Why should the entire burden be yours alone? I may be not the companion you and your sister would have chosen, but I can help you. If you’ll let me.”


    Johan doesn’t speak. For a moment, he grips Simon’s arm. The honesty and willingness in the other man’s thoughts take all his words away. Opening his mouth to respond—though only the gods know what that response would have been—he realises it is already too late.


    


    Isabella


    She feels his nearness. Gelahn is here, almost at the door. And Hartstongue is not ready for what her brother wants him to do. He is trapped here, on the mountain, like a gravel-shrew in a housekeeper’s cage. Her heart beats faster and she can feel her breath swift on her tongue.


    When this is over, Isabella hopes Johan will forgive her. She knows he will.


    Sensing something, the boy runs to the scribe, who holds him tightly. The scars on the side of his head, from where Hartstongue had rescued him, throb crimson against the snow.


    “It’ll be all right, little one,” the scribe murmurs. “You’re safe.”


    She cannot help shaking her head, hiding her smile, and Hartstongue falls silent.


    Johan leaps to the cave entrance. His black hair is swept back and his face flushed.


    “Quickly,” he says. “We must go. Now.”


    “Go where?” Isabella replies with a shrug. “There’s nowhere to go. We cannot run. Not now. We must take what is coming with the courage to bear it. Perhaps it will not be as we fear.”


    He pays her no attention. Instead, he pulls the cloak from his shoulders and across the fire she has been trying to light for warmth. And as a guide to Gelahn. In the snow it can be difficult to track thought, though her master needs no help. It is simply a gesture. Now the feeble flame gutters and dies, and the chill of the mountain envelops them again.


    “What you are thinking is impossible, Johan,” she says. “You know that.”


    


    Johan


    The sound of his sister’s words brings his urgent movement to a sudden halt. The need to go, to try for the mountain air now and see if the scribe can win through in spite of it all dissipates into the icy air. He is thinking like a fool. He should be leading his people to safety, not hesitating, torn between wild hope and certain defeat as he is. For a few tense moments, silence dwells amongst the four of them, and Johan feels the threat outside at his very core. Worse than all this, he who has spent a lifetime knowing what to do and when to do it, he whom the elders trusted for that, is without a plan or a means to escape.


    “Is it the enemy?” Simon says. “Is it Ralph?”


    “Yes,” Johan replied, cursing the scribe’s heart-weakness that is surely drawing the enemy even faster to them. “Yes, it is as you say. Your presence with us—even though that is as it should be, for now—brings us all into a swifter danger. Your Overlord makes our enemy find us all the more easily.”


    He knows he is speaking simply in order to gain time for logical thought, but can find none. What to do next? By the gods, he does not know. Simon stares at him. Isabella reaches for him, but the scribe gets there first.


    His hand grasps Johan’s tunic collar and he raises one quizzical eyebrow. Even in the midst of what Simon must surely realise is a crisis, Johan cannot help admiring his wit in what he says next. Perhaps that, too, is a kind of courage. “Surely the two of you can magic up a solution? You’ve done it before after all. Don’t tell me you’re saying we’re finished. Not after all this, by the gods.”


    Johan closes his eyes. Yes, that is indeed what he is saying. “Isabella’s right. It’s impossible for us—for you—to take this part of the journey now. None of us is ready.”


    


    Isabella


    Hartstongue is finished. Even her brother knows that now. He cannot escape Gelahn. The mountain has trapped him and soon, oh soon, she will see Petran again. Isabella can hardly stomach the wait. Still the scribe is speaking.


    “We have to be ready,” he says. “Whatever it is out there, Johan, however much power the enemy has, we have to try. Come now, you are the courageous ones. Not I. Surely together we can think of something.”


    As he speaks, Hartstongue releases his clasp on Johan’s tunic and moves both hands across to grip his shoulders. A moment or two of stillness, then her brother’s eyes flash open without warning.


    He stares at the scribe. Moves his hands away.


    “Do you know what you’re saying?” Johan says.


    Hartstongue laughs. “No. Not really. Does it matter? I will try my best to be brave. For what that promise is worth. What else can I do?”


    Johan.


    She has to warn him. Gelahn is so nearly here. His presence overpowers her. There are so many things she wants to say, things she should have said before. But for now he must abandon the scribe. Otherwise he will not be safe.


    He lets Hartstongue go at once. Already Isabella sees the scar on the mountain that was not there before, filled with darkness and fire. It is only moments away from their shelter. Now her companions can see it also. In the centre of the coming storm, protected by his own strength of will, stands Gelahn. His eyes gleam yellow, like a wolf’s at night, and the shape of his skull is clear under his pale skin. In his hands, he holds the cane of liberation. And next to him, expression unfathomable, stands the Lammas Master. It is this that makes the scribe cry out.


    “He is upon us,” she says, this time speaking out loud. “Come, Johan, we must go. You have done all you can. You can do no more.”


    Reaching out, Isabella grabs her brother’s arm, but he shakes her off.


    “No. I’m not giving up now.”


    “Don’t be a fool, Johan. What other choice do we have?”


    “There is always a choice. I say we try it. If we’re going to die, then we do it fighting. Simon, are you with me?”


    Hartstongue, his eyes wide, sweat streaking his forehead, nods. He has no idea what he is agreeing to and she doesn’t even think he’s heard. His gaze is fixed on Tregannon.


    “Isabella?”


    She stares at her brother, and sees a shadow she can’t interpret passing over his face. Swiftly, she strengthens her mind-defences. It will destroy him to read her now. Then, tight-lipped, she nods also. His mind is set on this madness; she will go with them, save him and him only when the wrath appears.


    Pulling his cloak from the now quiet fire, Johan turns and runs out of the shelter onto the sheer side of the rock-face. Fluttering like a ghost behind him, Isabella follows.


    


    Simon


    Heart thudding and throat dry, Simon seized the boy and swung him up onto his back. The child’s weight made him stagger but he didn’t fall. The action gave him purpose and the gods knew how he needed that.


    “Stay there, little one,” he said, with a vain attempt at confidence. “Hold to me tightly, whatever happens.”


    With that, Simon followed the others out into the deep cold of the mountain. The wind tore his breath away and he felt the boy’s fear slipping over his body, into his mind. Undoing him. He shook off the dankness of it. Johan and Isabella were climbing further up the narrowing path, clinging to the impossible rock. What did they think they were doing? The sun against the snow made them appear like black beetles scuttling over ice. One of them—Johan, perhaps—turned halfway around and gestured at something behind Simon.


    He glanced to the left.


    What he saw there made the hairs rise at the back of his neck, and the boy clutched at his throat, causing Simon to struggle again for breath. Instead of the mountain—ice and rock, brightness and solidity—all he could see was a vast cloud of darkness rolling upwards, consuming the mountain path and turning the snow to ashes. And from the cloud came a wild baying. For a moment, he didn’t understand where the noise was coming from, but then a flash of insight from the sun’s rays told him what he didn’t want to know.


    The dark cloud was more than simply air and danger; it was made up of countless wild dogs, the shape and feel of them the same as those who’d already attacked lower on the pathway. Somehow, Ralph and the enemy were moving through a cloud of dogs in order to reach them. This time the Overlord was acting from his own will, not in order to save himself. Simon’s legs trembled and he would have fallen except that the knowledge of the boy kept him upright. If the scribe fell with him now, both of them would be killed.


    Cursing all dogs, and his own weakness too, Simon turned and scrambled upwards. Johan and Isabella were standing together on the edge of the mountain. Behind them he could see only more clouds and nothingness.


    The boy’s weight lay heavy across his back and he had no concept of what they should do. Did Johan plan to fight the enemy here after all? With what weapons, when the enemy’s powers were so strong? And even if somehow their combined force held him off for a while, how long would it be before he broke through?


    “If we are to live,” Johan spoke, his eyes piercing through Simon into flesh and blood and marrow, “if we are to live, now, then we must walk the passages of air before us.”


    For a heartbeat, Simon had no comprehension of what this might mean, and then he staggered back, feeling the bile rise into his mouth.


    “You’re insane. I can’t do that.”


    “No, I’m not mad. I’m simply trying to do my best in impossible circumstances. Please believe me, it’s the only way. If you stay here, Simon, my sister and I will have to leave. We…don’t want to, but we will have no choice. You and the boy will be alone. For, as he was never meant to be part of our journey, he cannot cross the air unless you carry him. The Kingdom of the Air is sometimes cruel, but that is the nature of it. If you stay, the enemy will find you both, very soon, and he will tear you apart so that you will never be whole again. Neither will you be able to die, although you will beg him for it. You have danced with him, Simon, and he knows the way to your soul. Anything that can happen to you here is nothing compared to what will happen to you when our enemy finds you. And the boy. Yes, you may die in the air journey. I cannot tell. I have not been given that knowledge. But, if that is what is fated to happen, then I promise you it will be an easy death and a quick oblivion.”


    Simon laughed. The sound of it was strung out against the growing baying of the oncoming dogs like a reed across a river in flood. And like the reed, he would surely be torn apart by a greater force. Not him only, but the boy also. How could they cross clouds and wind and be safe?


    Choking back more wild laughter, he answered Johan’s madness.


    “You take us both on this unthinkable journey and now you ask the impossible,” he said. “How can we fall from this mountain and live? I can’t do it. I’m not a brave man. As you have already seen.”


    “I think, when you wish it, you have courage enough. Not all acts of bravery are physical. Besides,” Johan went on, “if you stay here, yours will not be the kind of death that brings you any release. Look behind you, Simon.”


    Damn him. The scribe had been avoiding that very action, the howling of the dogs beating in rhythm with his blood and the sense of them seeming to be already at his back. But now, reaching up, Simon found the boy, loosed his grip and slid him down and into his arms. His eyes still hooked onto Johan’s, he waited until the boy’s face was tight against his chest so that he could see nothing. Then he turned around. A stench of raw meat swept over him, and he gagged.


    The cloud of wild dogs was only a field’s length away. They had already swallowed so much of the mountain; but not quite all. Below their quivering mass, Simon could see where the rock face still held firm, the skin of the stones torn and somehow bloodied, but standing. Though in a different shape from what it had been before. Great boulders had been ripped from their allotted places and tumbled downwards, some strewing the long line of the path as it snaked to earth, blocking any way back there might ever have been. Others must have vanished into the great void of the valley and been smashed to smaller fragments in their headlong tumble. The mountain now seemed diminished, fragile. He wondered what had become of its people.


    As he continued to stare, he realised the dark, threatening cloud was no longer moving towards them. Instead, it was flowing forward, upward with every terrible bark of the dogs, whose enflamed eyes were now close enough to see. But each time, something stopped its movement, as if reaching an invisible barrier it could not cross.


    “Why don’t they come and finish us?” he whispered.


    “I don’t know,” Johan gasped out. “It doesn’t matter. We only have moments left. You…must…decide.”


    As he spoke, the dogs grew louder and the strange barrier began to give way.


    “What about the boy?” Simon said, the words falling over themselves in the race to be out of his mouth.


    “You must carry him. We cannot.” This time the words were Isabella’s, a faint whisper Simon had to struggle to hear.


    At the same time, Johan stepped back. As he did so, something like an orange dart flew from his mouth, over Simon’s head and towards the howling dogs. It burst into a crimson river. From behind it, a man’s scream rang out, bitter and long.


    Ralph?


    “No time, Simon,” Johan’s voice, hoarse as dry gravel, cried out. “Come! You must follow. And the boy. The mind-fire will not hold our enemy for long.”


    No time for thought or question. Already he could see the strange, undulating river fading in red and the wild dogs behind it crying out for release.


    Clutching the boy, he stumbled to Isabella and Johan. But they were no longer there. Not on the mountain. Not anywhere.


    He could not comprehend what his eyes were telling him; the two of them were floating, solid ghosts, on…nothing. The boy gulped and shook.


    “Johan?”


    Simon could not voice the words, could not even focus them, merely fling them from his thoughts. So close, and yet a thousand fears away, Johan tried to smile, but Simon could see the spasm in his cheek. Feel it echoed in his own.


    “What do I do?”


    The other man’s body balanced between sky and the far-off earth, hemmed in only by air, he stretched out his hand. “Come. I cannot touch you during this part of the journey, Simon. The Air Kingdom forbids it. But we can give you the strength you need. You can follow my hand. And Isabella’s. You can follow me.”


    “I can’t,” Simon said, staring at him as if for a moment they might be the only two people alive. “It’s not possible, Johan. Don’t be stupid. I’m not strong, not like you and Isabella.”


    He found his legs could no longer support his and the boy’s weight and, in spite of the terror behind and the destruction to come, he collapsed onto bare rock, pain ricocheting through his body. Shivering, he turned to his tormentor, hovering on a plateau of air and incomprehensible faith.


    “By the gods,” the scribe begged him. “Don’t make me do it. Please.”


    “Simon. You don’t have time for this. I know you want to live.” Johan’s voice came somehow not from where he stood, not even simply from within Simon’s mind, but echoed throughout the whole of his body. “Please. Trust me. Don’t you trust me?”


    “What do you think?” he cried out. “No. I don’t. Not enough.”


    “You don’t know that. Come.”


    “No, believe me; I can’t.” From behind came a sudden tearing sound, like a knife ripping silk. The mind-fire was dying.


    “You can,” he said.


    In the emptiness after his words, Simon lay face down on the ground, trembling, the boy almost crushed under his chest. Impossible, it was impossible.


    A roar and a flash of redness and pain as the last protection collapsed. The stench of meat and the dogs’ teeth came scrabbling through the flames. In his mind, the boy screamed at last, in a way he could never do in the flesh. With a groan that came from the gut and sliced through him, the scribe stumbled to his feet and stood, swaying, he on rock and Johan on air. Although fully clothed, Simon was as naked as he had ever been.


    He caught and held Johan’s ice-blue gaze. For a moment, somehow, time stopped and everything became still.


    “I am afraid,” Simon told him, as simply and clearly as he could.


    “I know.”


    “I don’t trust you.”


    “Simon, I understand. Take one step. Trust me for one step only. But you must leave the mountain behind, or you will both suffer the death that is not true death. Come.”


    Wild roaring, and then the pounding feet of the dogs.


    Breath ragged in his throat, Simon covered his face with his one free hand and smelled the stale salt of his own tears. Then at the edge of thought, already infiltrating his mind’s frail barrier, the executioner’s triumphant cry.


    The scribe turned. The enemy rose before him, a figure clothed in flame which did not burn. Pain cauterised his mind and he screamed. A flash of black and silver at the edge of his vision. He raised his hand to protect himself. The mind-cane flew towards him: a dagger, a bearer of an impossible death. He screamed again. Then everything fell silent. The cane brushed against his arm, the silver carving impossibly cold. A flare of warmth encased him and then just as suddenly vanished.


    He should be dead. He was not.


    The mind-cane lay at his feet, humming. Another scream, this time the enemy’s. With the astonishment of being alive his only thought, Simon wrapped both arms around the boy and stepped out with his right foot onto nothingness.


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Seventh Gathandrian Interlude


    


    


    Annyeke


    “That is impossible.”


    The First Elder was standing in Annyeke’s work-area while she and the other elders stared at the newly repaired mind-circle. It was not as it should have been of course; already it was fading, but the few moments of the travellers’ plight that they had seen was real enough.


    “The scribe touched the mind-cane,” Annyeke whispered. “It is so.”


    The elder brought his fist down with a thump at the edge of the table. Annyeke’s papers slid onto the floor. As she knelt to retrieve them, her heart was beating quickly. She’d never seen any of the elders become angry before, and now she could tell how much he was holding back; flashes of dark crimson and orange were sparking from his head. It wasn’t simply anger however, but something else she couldn’t quite grasp. Frustration? If so, why? It was true that Simon shouldn’t be able to touch the mind-cane. No one should, except he who possessed it. She could not understand it. Was the elder angry because the scribe had touched the cane, or because he had not managed to hold onto it? Since the strange gift of the mind-circle, she’d begun to see the true emotions in everyone, even glimpse them in herself. She wasn’t sure she liked it. But she wished now that she could interpret the unexpected more fully.


    Still, it was important she say nothing. She’d invited them here for their meeting for a reason. One she intended to follow through.


    She dropped her papers back on the table, taking care to avoid anyone’s glance, and regained her seat. She didn’t bother checking if her work was still in the same order; unlike Johan she was not obsessed with tidiness. Women were far too creative to be worried about such nonsense.


    “Would you like water?” she asked as the elder regained his composure. The flashes around him paled to pink.


    He shook his head. “Forgive me. The pressures, you understand, have been great.”


    The small flames around the other elders quivered and spat. Annyeke rubbed her legs and felt her companions’ surprise at their leader’s words. First a strange anger, now an admission of weakness. Whatever next, she wondered? A request for her opinion? No, that would surely be a step too far.


    Now she simply nodded. “Of course. I can imagine. The good thing about it all is that our friends and their charges are alive. That is surely the most important part.”


    Around the table nods followed. Annyeke smoothed back her hair, trying to contain it in its plait. So many emotions amongst the leadership at her words, only some of it relief. So many secrets.


    When the elders left her, she sat at the desk for a while. The room still smelled of lavender and apple-blossom, but her supplies of dried herbs were running low. The promise of the lemon leaf was small and no further signs of growth had been seen so far. Not in her neighbourhood. The walls around her were mainly bare—Johan’s choice, not hers—though he had made no objection when she brought in a set of three glass engravings she’d purchased at the market with her first wages. In the days when the market still existed. She smiled at them now. All of them showed scenes from the park in summer and were painted with skill. She’d always found them relaxing; they helped with her meditation work. Johan had, she thought, begun to enjoy them. Just before he’d left.


    Sighing, she stared at his desk, so very different from her own. Where her workspace was strewn with notes and papers, his was as empty and regimented as if it was never in use. It was one of the things she teased him about. She hoped she would be able to tease him about it again one day.


    No. No time for this. She must concentrate. As soon as the flames she sensed on the elders were far enough away for her to be safe from detection, she glanced at the place where the mind-circle had rested.


    “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, now we’ll see.”


    She left quickly, striding down the corridors and smiling at the one or two workers still preparing for the journey home.


    “Don’t be too long,” she called out. “Dusk is nearly over.”


    They nodded a response. She hoped they’d get home safely. Admittedly, the attacks recently had been fewer in number, but it was best to be safe. Perhaps the enemy was expending his powers on the scribe and had less time for other battles? She hoped so, especially as Simon Hartstongue appeared to have abilities greater than they’d credited him with. Was that why the elders seemed taken by surprise? As she’d always suspected, their leaders weren’t quite as much in control of Gathandria—and Gathandrians—as they’d assumed. Well, more power for the people then—indeed, there was something to believe in.


    Outside, the streets were quiet, with only small groups of people keeping to the shadows and scuttling home. Being on her own made her conspicuous but it couldn’t be helped now. She hurried along, tracking the elders’ path by the imprint of their thought-flashes in the air. It seemed odd that she could only see theirs and no one else’s.


    She turned the corner of the street, stepping carefully through rubble and broken glass which had still not been swept to the side of the walk-path. Those whose jobs took them onto the roads had suffered most in this war, and there were few with the courage to replace them. Catching the faint scent of the breeze, she smiled. The elders were heading towards the park. And beyond that, their old offices. Was that their destination? She would follow them until they separated to see what they did. After that, she would be wise to go home herself. Talus would be waiting. Anything she discovered could be dealt with another day.


    Soon they were outside the former Council buildings. Annyeke drew back into the shadows to avoid detection. For a few moments, the elders huddled together, not talking but communing. The flames around them crackled and spat before merging into a darker blend. Something had been decided. But what?


    Annyeke stretched and yawned. As quietly as she could. This tracking business was quite exhausting. Almost as tiring as being a mother. Really, she had no idea how women with children managed. They deserved a place of honour on the Council of Elders for sure, simply for being able to stand up at the end of the working day. She glanced at the elders to see how they were getting on with whatever they intended to do next.


    They were no longer there.


    Annyeke blinked. That couldn’t be right. Where were they?


    She hurried forward to where they had been standing only moments ago. Nothing. Only broken pavement and dead soil. The Council door had not been opened and, peering through the gaps in the wood, she could see no figures in any direction. Damn them to the gods and stars. She took in a deep breath. She wasn’t going to give up now, not while some light still hung in the western sky. Later she would take her chances; it wasn’t far to home.


    She knelt down, sweeping her skirts underneath her knees for comfort. Close to where they had been, hints and promises of the elders’ flames still glimmered. Yes. She smiled and followed the trail with her eyes.


    It didn’t lead anywhere she’d expected. Instead of tracing a path around the building or to one of the other, now non-existent, doorways, the flames simply led to the wall and stopped. She pursed her lips. What was going on?


    She hadn’t any idea, but she was going to find out. What did Johan always say? The best answer can sometimes be the most obvious one, so always discount it first. Glancing round, she could still see nobody so, understanding how much of a fool she was likely to look if anyone did spot her, she walked up to the wall and rested her hand against it.


    Yes, it was a wall. No movement there. Annyeke shook her head. She should have been paying attention to the job in hand and not dreaming of Gathandrian women’s rights. It was her own fault that she’d failed. She’d just have to go home, try again later. Whenever the elders next called for her.


    She took her hand away. As she did so, a tongue of fire leapt from the mind-glow on her skin and pinioned her wrist back to the stone work. What, by the stars’ names…? She gasped as the flame licked the wall, disappeared for a heartbeat and then returned. A surge of warmth flooded her being and she heard in her thoughts the sound of a faint click.


    Annyeke only had a moment to link the noise to the concept of a key before the wall began to shift and undulate. She gasped and stepped back. As she continued to stare, the section of the wall where the flame had been vanished entirely and she was faced with only darkness.


    She twisted her plait in her fingers. Then, squaring her shoulders, she marched onward. To her surprise, she found herself walking downwards through a dark tunnel into the earth rather than straight on into the old Council work-areas. She’d never known this existed, had never imagined it to exist. Not that she’d come to the administrative centre of Gathandria more than half a dozen times in her life, but had this strange entrance been here all along? Or had it been carved out as a shelter for the elders during the recent troubles?


    When her descent stopped and her footsteps levelled out, she paused and tried to get her bearings. Where were the elders? Had she followed them as she’d hoped or was this in fact some kind of trap? If so, who had set it? It was impossible to see much in the gloom, but she could feel the dankness of the tunnel walls closing in around her and the brush of cobwebs against her skin. At least, she hoped they were cobwebs, and not grass-spiders. She wasn’t overly keen on them. Best not think about it.


    Annyeke continued on. There was only one way to go, anyway. The elders must be in front of her. A moment or so later and she felt herself relax a little; she could see the elders’ glow. They’d stopped, their flames once again grouped together as if they were communing. They must be in a place where the tunnel widened then. What were they doing? She wished she was close enough to hear the thoughts carried by the flames, but she didn’t dare move any nearer.


    For a while, she and the unsuspecting elders remained in that position. Annyeke tried to regulate her breathing and be as still as possible, so that she would not give herself away with any noise or movement. For the first time, she realised how cold she was and wished she’d taken a night-cloak on her way out of the Sub-Council of Meditation. But she hadn’t; she would just have to bear it.


    Suddenly, the flames of the elders moved away and vanished. Annyeke scurried to where they had been, with the intent to follow further, but what she saw changed her mind. She found herself looking at a long curved cellar. Lining the walls were rows and rows of books and manuscripts, so many that hardly any of the stonework remained visible. At the furthest end stood a cage tall enough for a man and wide enough for pacing. It was not made of any metal she had ever seen. Each strand gave off a low glimmer and quivered as she blinked at it, so the whole contraption was in constant movement. It was beautiful but also terrifying. A wave of despair and loneliness powered through her, seeming to come from the direction of the cage itself, and she struggled not to groan aloud. As a distraction, she concentrated on the table next to it. This held a pile of thick tomes. Even from where she stood, she could see the dust.


    She needed to open those books. Out of nowhere, the thought took her and the glow she carried grew more vibrant. Yes, that was what she needed to do. She took a step forward into the cellar.


    At the same time, she heard the faint clicking of leather on flooring.


    The elders were coming back. She had to leave before they found her. Damn them. With one last glance at the cage and the table, Annyeke slipped off her shoes and ran back through the dark tunnel, cobwebs clutching at her hair and face. At the entrance, she scrabbled for the place in the stone where the flame acted as a key. Her throat constricted as she couldn’t find it. Behind her, the footsteps grew louder. She didn’t dare glance back. Come on, come on. The elders had to be nearing the corner of the tunnel now. Moments only before they saw her.


    And, yes, there it was. She felt the click in her head and pushed her way through the wall almost before the flame had shimmered back onto her skin. The cold evening air took her breath away. Not just evening now. It was almost night. She had to get home. And soon. The wall next to her was already undulating; the elders were coming.


    Hunched down she ran for cover. She only just reached the edge of the Council buildings. When she slammed herself around out of sight and glanced back, she could see the hazy figure of the First Elder as he straightened up and dusted himself off. She’d made it.


    Catching her breath, she waited until the elders had departed and she was sure it was safe. Then, as quickly and as silently as possible, she started for home. She only hoped she would get there unscathed; please the stars, might the enemy be busy elsewhere tonight. As long as that elsewhere brought no death to any, least of all to Johan.


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter Eleven: The Trial of the Air, Part Two


    


    


    Johan


    


    He does not know how this has happened. Simon is standing before him in the air, the boy in his arms. The scribe is staring at him as if awaiting guidance, but Johan does not know what to say. Simon has touched the mind-cane and he still lives. He should be dead, or rather in torment, unable to die. Instead, he is alive. On the mountain, the threat has gone. The noise of the dark fire has stopped, suddenly snuffed out. The dogs have vanished. The enemy and Tregannon, too. Only the cane remains. Johan can hear its soft hum.


    “Johan?” The scribe sways. His eyes are wide, his skin pale.


    Johan blinks. The man needs him. “Yes, I’m here. You’re safe. Now walk, Simon. Walk.”


    Simon shuffles half a step towards him across the vast canyon, cursing under his breath.


    “Walk,” Johan commands again, and the scribe shuffles nearer once more. With each slight movement, Johan takes the same length of step backwards so his fingers, though stretched towards the scribe and the boy, don’t touch them.


    Simon swallows, makes as if to say something and then his eyes veer downwards to the gaping mouth of the valley.


    “Simon, don’t look down.”


    But the command is too late. The scribe has already broken Johan’s gaze and is staring at the blurred vistas beneath.


    “Jo-han?”


    Simon looks up again. And then he falls. Not quickly, but as if whatever holds him up is melting away in the sun’s heat, unmaking the miraculous path they have been walking on.


    


    Simon


    His feet slipped through nothing into nothing. He screamed, a wild inhuman sound which for a heartbeat or two he didn’t recognise as his own. “Johan!”


    Arms wrapped around the boy, he fell, this time for real, a sudden lurch that took him a cart’s length away from Johan, then two. A moment of stillness, the only sound his own staccato breathing, then the boy and he both plunged through icy air, stopped and plunged again.


    “Si-mon.”


    The sound of his own name made him look up. Johan was half-running, half-falling, although with more control, towards him. Isabella remained still. The top of the cliff where they’d come from was already rising away. The air swooshed upwards and he could no longer breathe.


    Do you trust me?


    He saw Johan’s hand stretched out to his own. He was too far away for Simon to hear his voice; the words passed through only in his head.


    Do you trust me?


    “I don’t know.” Simon’s mouth formed the words, but he had no will left to say them. His body jolted suddenly as if he’d landed on his back on solid earth, but he was still in the air with the boy in his arms. Both of them still in the air. The child felt lighter than he’d expected—was that to do with the air itself? He took a jagged breath, the heat of it coursing through his veins.


    Simon?


    “Yes.” he whispered. “I trust you. But only for now. Only for here, not for more than this. By the gods, don’t ask it.”


    Then Simon hugged his small companion closer as if only he could keep them both alive, floating in the cold air this late autumn morning. He closed his eyes. All he could concentrate on for the moment was the boy’s warmth and his own breathing. As long as he continued to breathe, then life still held him.


    


    Isabella


    “Scribe,” she lunges through the air to reach the shivering man. She, too, is shaking but for different reasons. One push of his body will send him to his death, but the time for that is past. She must keep him alive long enough now for Gelahn to plunder his mind. He has touched the cane and lived. They have to know why. “Open your eyes.”


    Hartstongue takes his time doing what Isabella asks of him. His cowardice lurches over her and she holds down bile. When he does open his eyes at last, the sun dazzles him and he has to blink.


    “Where is your brother?” he asks.


    She frowns and whispers, “My brother is safe. No thanks to you. If you dare to look, you will see him behind you.”


    The scribe turns and Isabella follows his gaze. Her brother is standing up, resting comfortably on the supportive air, a little way apart. He doesn’t catch her eye and he doesn’t smile. Annoyance and puzzlement flow from him, as clearly as if he has spoken the feelings aloud. She wonders if he can feel her impatience—and regret—and tries to dampen both emotions down, as she has been taught. But what has just taken place makes any kind of control difficult. Johan will leave the management of the scribe to her for a while; always he casts his sister in the caring role. These days, since Petran was lost, he simply does not see Isabella at all.


    “All right,” Hartstongue mutters. “What do we do now?”


    “You stand up as we are standing, and walk.”


    “Is that all? And what about the boy?”


    “You must carry him. As my brother has told you. He is your responsibility.”


    How she longs to say more, but understands that sometimes silence is best. Particularly in deceit. Gelahn is a wise master. A sudden warmth in her head, as if something unfamiliar has brushed against her, found a small door into her inner being. And then the feeling is just as quickly gone. The scribe gasps and Isabella pushes down her thoughts. He cannot have read her far, but it is best to be careful.


    In the meantime she waits and watches him.


    Slowly, Hartstongue brings himself onto his side and draws his legs underneath. Twice during the process, she causes the air beneath to quiver with the movement he makes and he freezes. It pleases her to see him struggle. At last he is kneeling, the boy clutched in his arms.


    “That is well,” she says. “Now, stand.”


    Again, it takes a while, but eventually Hartstongue stands, as Isabella has commanded, legs shaking, and breathing irregular. The boy reaches up and wraps his arms around the scribe’s neck. His breath comes in short bursts.


    She has done what her brother expects and it is Johan who speaks next.


    


    Johan


    He is glad Isabella has taken her time with Simon. It has given Johan the chance to calm himself, plan what to do next. The emotions in the air are highly-charged and hard to separate. More than all, his sister’s impatience is strong and he hopes she hasn’t lost her faith in him. By the gods and stars, he is doing his best. Now there are things he must ponder—other factors in their journey to do with Simon, which he has not counted on. His three charges—no, two; Isabella is a helpmate not a charge—will expect him to know what to do. He cannot let them down.


    “We must waste no more time, Simon,” he says and is surprised to find his voice is strong. “You are alive. We are all alive for the moment. You must trust to that. Our journey across the Kingdom of the Air will, if we are lucky, be less strenuous than you may believe. But we must climb higher if we are to get the help we so desperately need. I know that to you my words will appear harsh, but let me say this: if we are not at the place of air-meeting within the next hour—the length of a winter story—you and the boy will die. You are both so unused to this element. You must…”


    “Wait.” Simon’s interjection stops him in mid-sentence. “None of what you say makes any sense. What air-meeting? Do you mean the entrance to your country? And why do you always threaten death, when so far no death has come? Why don’t you think of the boy?”


    Johan takes two strides towards Simon across the air. He can feel the nerve pulsing in his forehead. The scribe flinches as if Johan might hit him, but he holds his position. For a long moment, there is an utter silence as Johan thinks what to say and how to say it and then he realises that the power of his mind is hovering over Simon’s, as if poised to attack. At once, Johan loosens his mental grip and steps back.


    “I’m sorry,” he says, his voice hoarse as if he’s been running. “I should indeed think of the boy. Perhaps death will not come. You are right. We may survive this, all of us.”


    Simon nods.


    “Let us climb then,” he says.


    


    Simon


    It took an age, although he never had any idea afterwards exactly how long it had been in reality. Here, with the empty air vibrating in his ears, time or place had no meaning. He could hear no other sound and no birds flew near them either, which struck him as strange. Now and again, he still felt the warmth of the mind-cane where it had touched him and shivered as he remembered his lucky escape. Johan and Isabella must have been protecting him; he could think of no other explanation.


    There was much else which was equally strange. The air, for instance, felt sharp against Simon’s skin, as if its life was more solid than insubstantial. It tasted different too, leaving almost a scent of lemons on his tongue. As they climbed, the taste and sharpness grew stronger, the mountain air differentiating its nature from its simpler valley cousin. The boy’s presence, though heavy, gave him unsought comfort. The others simply stepped upwards, as if mounting stairs visible only to them.


    Their progress appeared easier than his own. Damn it. Why was he always so weak?


    Each step Simon took brought sweat to his face and neck and, after a while, he found he was panting. As his breath became more ragged, the pull for air more strenuous, he began to wonder how much further they would need to go before rest became vital.


    “Isa-bella,” he forced out her name as she was nearest and almost cried out when the shape of the word leaving his lips crystallised into small yellow daggers. They fell on the invisible path in front of him.


    At once, his mouth filled with the taste of iron, and he spat out blood. It landed half on his leg, poised to step up another level, and half on the boy’s arm. The boy gasped, but made no movement, while the pulse of Simon’s heart throbbed an impossible rhythm in his head.


    “Wha ..?”


    Before he could finish, blood filled his mouth again, as it had on the mountain, and he gagged, spitting out great red globules against a clear sky. Gods and stars, so far the day was not proving easy.


    Don’t speak.


    Johan’s voice echoed through him and, when Simon was finished and his mouth was clear again, he nodded.


    Why? Simon asked him mentally, realising that he need make no real effort to be heard. Johan’s tall, dark figure shimmered in the air and seemed to wink out of existence for a moment before being real again.


    This high up, the Kingdom of the Air is a fragile place, he answered. It does what it wishes, when it wishes.


    It is a kingdom then? Like the mountain? There are people here?


    He didn’t answer directly. You will see soon enough. You must conserve your energy, Simon. Even though the air kingdom gives some degree of physical strength to us all, you have little left and there is still some way to climb before we may be sure of safety.


    Before he could think of one of the hundreds of questions clamouring for his attention, Johan turned away and began to stride back to his sister.


    Quickly, he said.


    Spitting out the last of the blood and watching it form into tiny hooks, Simon did as he had been ordered. The height of the steps they took seemed steeper than before. Keeping his two companions in his vision, he hunched his shoulders and pushed on.


    Gradually, the top of the mountain fell behind; Simon could no longer sense its peaks and crags in the physical space they’d come from. The air became colder and thinner, causing his breath to come in greater gasps. Despite that, sweat drenched his skin and the boy, too, burned to the touch. Wisps of clouds drifted by, the scent of them like fields after spring rain. He could hear now and then, in the distance, the shrill cry of a snow-raven, and he hoped they were not hungry and looking for prey.


    At last, after what seemed like a time too long for the naming, one of Simon’s many steps upwards almost brought him into collision with Isabella.


    Sorry, he whispered in his mind, but she made no reply, only glancing at him once to frown and shake her head.


    


    Johan


    Johan pays no attention to any of this, although at the corner of his mind he is aware that something is happening between Simon and his sister. He is half-kneeling, half-sprawling across the sky. His cloak is torn and there is blood in his hair. We’ve failed, he thinks, we’ve failed. The snow-ravens have not accepted us. A sudden rush of whiteness and claw and he falls.


    “Johan?” Simon calls out his name but then stops abruptly as if being choked.


    The injured man turns, slowly, to look at the scribe. His face feels wet. Simon makes a move towards him, but Isabella gestures at him to stop and he does so.


    What’s wrong? Simon launches the question out from his mind into the air. In the gods’ names, what’s happening?


    Johan cannot answer.


    


    Isabella


    We-we don’t know. Panting, she answers for her brother. She has not expected the snow-ravens to attack so soon. Something is out of kilter in the kingdom. If Gelahn wants them to stay alive, then he must do something to save them. But will he? Isabella speaks to Hartstongue again, keeps him occupied. The air kingdom is angry, I think. We don’t know why. We should have reached the gate by now, but there’s nothing here.


    The gate? What are you talking about? A gate in the air?


    Yes, she says, her mind still racing through possibilities. There is a gate to another world here in the air. It opens when we travel in trust. But I can feel so much anger, confusion even, that it’s as if…


    Isabella breaks off as her master presses deep, understanding that she has come near to conveying too much. Forgive me. At once, she sweeps her presence from Hartstongue’s mind and out of danger.


    He reaches out for her again. But Johan?


    They attacked him, she says. He must have allowed it to stop them attacking you.


    The scribe’s mind spins with questions, but Isabella pays him no attention. Her thoughts are broken and she ceases the contact between them once more. She must save her brother. But how?


    Thinking of Johan, she sees that something beside him is moving. The blood next to him is drifting closer together, drop by drop. No, not drifting. There is purpose in it. She has seen nothing like it before and cannot tell what it might mean. Before she can make a move towards her brother, Hartstongue places the boy into her arms without touching her, ignoring her protests and her efforts to hold him back. For the first time on this journey, she has no idea what the scribe is going to do.


    


    Simon


    He’d had enough. This time he would do something while he could hope to influence the outcome.


    As the blood surrounding Johan began to swirl and congeal into shapes Simon couldn’t yet make out, he stumbled across the sky. When he reached the fallen man, who seemed smaller than before, Simon reached down to try to pull him away from the growing whirlpool of blood. He didn’t care what Johan had said about not touching. He couldn’t see what else to do. There was more than blood around Johan now; sharp fragments of ice cut into his skin. The sky’s angry teeth. But instead of allowing himself to be pulled away from danger, or even chiding him for his foolishness, Johan tugged back, catching Simon off balance so he, too, fell.


    At the same time, he yelled out his sister’s name.


    “Isabella, come!”


    A moment later, he grabbed Johan and the circle of crimson ice became a mouth, swallowing them up from sky into sky. Simon could feel Isabella’s hot breath at his neck and her hand clutching his belt and prayed she still held the boy. Johan’s body felt thin and frail, as if a strange sickness had taken him and left the skeleton behind. Simon could have crushed him in his arms. All these thoughts scattered through his mind as a great current of stinking, swirling air rushed up and around them. Together they plunged through wind and nothingness. Simon could hear the cries of birds and great expanses of colour rushed past his eyes and were gone: blue, white and streaks of black, yellow, pink and cream. When he opened his mouth to cry out, heedless of what dangers might follow, he had not breath enough to do it. Johan’s fingers clung to the edge of his cloak, his body buffeted against Simon’s in the headlong tumble.


    In his mind, he could hear the terrified silent cries of the boy.


    And one word—Courage.


    He didn’t know how long the four of them fell. He kept expecting the end to come, and screwed his eyes shut in anticipation of the bloody contact of their bodies against… Against what? Rock? Grass? More air? Impossible to tell in this world, where men walked across the sky but did not fall. His skin felt as if it were being dragged from his body by the force of the wild wind. At last, something in the nature of the noise and strange cries accompanying them began to change.


    The wind, the song of it almost deafening in its pitch and intensity, started to become more bearable. Instead of a continuous howling, the sound came in waves, pulsating as if its origin was moving towards them for a few moments, drifting away and then approaching again. It sounded alive.


    Simon opened his eyes. Not fully—he didn’t have the courage for that—but enough to see through his eyelashes. The colours in the air still streaked by, but something told him their onward flight had slowed. Beyond the layer of air that had first caught them up in itself, something moved.


    He shut his eyes again. Surely he’d shown enough courage for one day. No one could ask for more. His heart was pounding, but still he held on to Johan, trying to protect him.


    Johan? Simon tried to think his name and spin it out of his head, but heard no response. Only the pulsating sky. He tried again.


    Isabella? Again, no response. Perhaps though, they were trying to reach him but could not. Perhaps they were all cut off from each other. He felt a gush of sweat sliding down his face. If he’d been able to, he would have groaned aloud.


    Any courage he found would have to be his own. Gods preserve them all then. Simon forced his eyes to open fully and look. Because of the power of the air and the speed of movement, he couldn’t do this for more than a few moments at a time before the pain became too much to bear, but after several attempts, he began to get a sense of what he might be seeing.


    The four of them were being swept along in a rectangle of air. Whether that had been the case from the moment they had been swallowed up through the sky’s mouth, he didn’t know. Simon had no real reference point here in this mysterious, unknowable world. He could only try to interpret what he saw now. It was as if someone has asked him to write down a foreign language with no key as to what the words might mean. Still, he would have to try.


    A rectangle of air. It felt blue, although he could not explain why that should have been so. It even tasted blue. Similar to what he imagined the sea might taste like, if he ever travelled that far. As he continued to gaze, Simon could see that great slashes and swathes of white floated in the blue. No, more than that, they were somehow surrounded by the whiteness and it was that which carried them through the blue.


    Feathers, he thought. Vast feathers bearing them through the skies. No, wings. And then, as if he’d been looking through murky waters, waiting for his eyes to accustom themselves, he could suddenly see it all.


    They were being borne aloft through the richness of air by number upon number of birds. Great white birds, which Simon felt he ought to know, except he couldn’t quite… Then he remembered.


    The snow-ravens.


    As the words echoed in his head, they were joined by the voice of another and he looked down where Johan’s face was lifted, his eyes wide open.


    The snow-ravens, he said again and, as he spoke, the world of their flying changed once more.


    A sudden silence, as if the beating of a thousand wings had stopped. The contrast with the previous almost unbearable noise made Simon look up as the wall of white and blue shivered into a deeper stillness. Suddenly he could see the shapes of the birds coalescing, here a beak and there a cloud-coloured eye. Talons floated down from their streamlined bodies, as if landing from flight on an invisible path or tracking through water. A vast flock, all acting as one, but each with an individual role to play. His breath stuttered in his throat and his skin felt dry. It was the most beautiful thing he had ever experienced. All the colours he’d ever seen, in sky and earth and water, melting together in a continual fluid motion, but the colours always turning to the beauty and peacefulness of white. He felt as if he were held in a fragile web of astonishment, compelled to gaze and gaze, but aware that at any moment these birds—these beautiful creatures—could let him go and he would plunge downwards to his death a thousand leagues below. Simon could not express what he saw. More than that, he knew he would never be able to convey it, either by writing or by picturing it in his mind for another. This was for now. Only for now. He gazed and gazed again.


    Simon?


    


    Johan


    The overriding realisation for Johan is that, even in such a simple act as reaching for him as the sky entrance opened, Simon has shown courage. Whether the act helped or not is debatable, but still the man did not run. The other thought Johan has is concern for his sister; she must be tiring of this mission. Through their journey to this place, now and again he felt the confusion she has been trying to keep from him. He must deal with that too, but later. For now, he turns to the exhausted scribe.


    Are you well?


    Simon simply nods. The boy snuggles next to him, one small arm wrapped around Simon’s leg. The scribe rests his hand on the child’s thin shoulder, and Johan wonders if in fact he has the strength for anything more. Even Isabella’s face is pale and her hands are trembling. Simon smiles briefly at her, but she does not acknowledge him.


    Together, the group of travellers continues to take in the strange dance of the snow-ravens.


    The folding ripple of wings spreads through the whole flock. Johan always finds this event one of the most meditative he has ever known. He uses it often, both in his own thought-life and in teaching others. First from the top, a canopy of birds above their heads, and then to the side and around, spreading outwards and ever outwards. Gradually, almost imperceptibly, the net of white wings begins to grow lighter and, one by one, the birds peel off and disappear from view.


    “What’s happening?” Simon’s voice breaks into his reverie; he has almost forgotten the scribe is there.


    “We’ve arrived,” Johan says, as if such an answer could explain all questions.


    “Arrived? Where?”


    “In the land of the snow-ravens, the Kingdom of the Air—it is part of your legends, Simon. Though its reality has been long forgotten by your people. I hoped we would be able to reach here, but I could not be sure of it. We—you—are blessed.”


    “Blessed?” Simon replies slowly. “Because…?”


    “Because if the snow-ravens had not transported us here, we would surely have died.”


    


    Simon


    Swallowing, he gripped the boy’s shoulder and tried to not follow the conclusion of Johan’s thought; here did not seem to be a place for dwelling on violent death. Of any sort. As Simon glanced at the boy, he caught Isabella’s mocking smile, knowing she’d picked up on his fears. Again. Did the woman always know his failings? Feeling a blush rising, he turned away, concentrating instead on the snow-ravens.


    After a while, the covering of birds above disappeared and the scribe could see through to a further layer of white. It shifted and swirled as if moved by an unknown hand. As more and more birds vanished away, long wings beating as a counterpoint to the silence, leaving only the space beyond them, he realised he was looking at clouds. Not just here and there in the sky, but a city of them far above, to the side, and also beneath. Somehow, they stood in a place bordered by clouds.


    At last, all the birds had gone. In the distance, in the direction in which the birds had flown, Simon could see a long row of what looked like hills, a creamier white against the cloud. Something in him crystallised into the need for action and, for the first time, he felt a frisson of excitement in his belly.


    Without glancing at their leader to see the rightness of it, Simon took a step towards the hills.


    “Come,” he said, not looking to see if his companions would follow.


    They walked for the length of several stories. Not that there was any way of knowing the time of day precisely as this world had no sun, or none Simon could interpret. Still, the sky below and above undulated through all the shades of blue which seemed to him to mark the passage of morning to afternoon and the beginnings of dusk. During all this time, none of them showed any signs of hunger, thirst or exhaustion, and he felt as if he could have continued on this part of the journey forever. Even the boy’s step was light and his expression eager.


    Now they were actually here, in the Air Kingdom, the command to carry the child had not been repeated. Simon was glad he no longer had to carry him, no matter what strength the sky had strangely given him. He was not built for such undertakings. Now the sky-scape they walked through changed gradually, in shape as well as in texture, and always Simon could smell the air—cinnamon, lime and sage. He could see a line of deep valleys alongside their path, but when he took a step towards it, the path shifted and the valley itself moved to be out of reach.


    At this, the boy’s face became a field of smiles and he pointed and looked up, his eyes dancing.


    “Yes,” Simon said out loud. “The view is beautiful, but it seems we cannot reach it. Perhaps we’re creating our own path across the skies.”


    “Or perhaps,” Isabella whispered, “you are creating this path, and the journey is yours. To whatever destiny.”


    Before he could ask her about her strange words, Johan interrupted.


    “It will be better not to question the blessing we’ve received,” he said. “I think it will be wise to reach the cloud mountains before we lose the light.”


    “Do they have darkness here then?” Simon asked. “We’re so far above everything we understand.”


    As he spoke, the truth of it hit him, seeming to explode from within like pain or passion, and he laughed. The sound of it spun through the atmosphere and turned everything to a soft gold colour. Only when at last both Simon’s laughter and the colour had faded did Johan reply.


    “The air kingdom is so vast that you see something different every time you travel through, I swear it. All depends on the way the snow-ravens allow you to go. Yes, there is darkness and light, but this part of the journey is strange to us all.”


    Simon did not question him again. Johan’s authority pulsed always from his inner being, enfolding all, no matter who might have any temporary advantage. How the scribe envied him that.


    They reached the cloud mountains as darkness fell, proving Johan’s words to be true. Simon chose not to remind him of the fact, pausing only to stare upwards where no stars shone. Perhaps, however, the stars dwelt beneath. He had no way of telling. Heart beating quickly, he stretched out his hand to the expanse of cloud. It disappeared in whiteness and he almost gasped before telling himself not to be so foolish. It was only cloud after all. When he drew back, Simon could see his skin glistening with a scatter of droplets. Brushing them off, they dropped to the path and danced back into the cloud like small pearls.


    Go forward or stay here? He didn’t know. He turned to his companions, intending to make some kind of authoritative decision, but not having the faintest notion what that might be.


    He didn’t need to. Isabella’s eyes were wide and Johan’s lips tightened for a moment. A sudden pressure on his leg made Simon look down to see the boy still facing the cloud mountain. His mouth had formed into a perfect “o”.


    “I don’t think you need worry,” Johan said, with a smile. “The air kingdom may have already decided for you. Look.”


    Shrugging off Johan’s knowledge of his thoughts, Simon wheeled around to the cloud again. He had no idea what he might see but the picture in front was beyond his imagination. The droplets of moisture from his hand had formed a doorway into the cloud and continued to glitter in the growing darkness. From within this frame, the dense whiteness rolled back and away into the depths of itself, vanishing as the birds had done earlier. In the space left, Simon could only see a pale blue light. Across this light, strands of mist drifted.


    For a few moments more, he couldn’t tell what he was seeing, but then he understood: the birds. They were here. Flying within the cloud. Dwelling in space.


    Are you going to enter?


    Johan’s question arrived in his mind like an unexpected guest, but Simon simply smiled at him.


    Why not? he replied. I was hoping for a door. And, look, here we have one.


    Then, gripping the boy’s small fingers and sensing his instinctive acquiescence, he walked through, with what he could only hope was a near-confident stride. At once, Johan followed, Isabella trailing after him, bringing with her the scent of lavender. Behind, the doorway dissolved and the cloud drifted in once more.


    Inside, all was warmth and song. Light, clarity and a strange sense of rightness. The singing wasn’t intrusive, but instead provided a background to the glitter of movement. They were standing near what looked to be an oak, though he couldn’t be sure. The boy let go of Simon’s hand and reached up towards the tree. When he touched it, the leaves began to shimmer in the light and the harmony of the music increased. The tree is singing, Simon thought. It’s singing.


    A river of cool laughter surged through his blood. His fingers on the gnarled trunk brought a further rush of joy through the skin and up towards the heart. It was as if all the bad things he’d done, the things that held him back, were swept away and he was left in the space the tree allowed—naked, clean, alive. Looking up, the leaves glowed a gentle green as if framed by their own inner light. He blinked and could hear the music again, this time louder. It sang in his mind for a while like the best of rainbows.


    When he could take no more of such happiness, he stepped away and the link was broken. The music around and within became softer, but still his mind was full of the echo of joy.


    


    Isabella


    “It’s beautiful,” she whispers. “The Kingdom of the Air has not been like this before.”


    Hartstongue simply nods, as if he imagines it could be him she was addressing, and gazes beyond her to the land around them. Isabella sees a place of gentle white clouds both above and beneath, skies the colour of water, and endless lines of oak trees. Not lines though, but rather a pattern she cannot interpret. And interspersed between them lie conjunctions of rocks laced with herbs and grass, while small grey bridges join hands over bright streams. Petran would have loved it here. She prays that, by the power of Gelahn, he might soon see it. As she continues to gaze, she realises that what she has assumed are bridges are far more vibrant than that. They are moving.


    At the same time, Hartstongue sees this too. He reaches out his hand and takes hold of her fingers. For an instant he feels warm to the touch before she pulls herself free. In that heartbeat, Isabella can hear the knowledge in his mind: she’s hiding something.


    How can he know that?


    The scribe shakes his head and frowns.


    “Come on,” he says, slowly and still she senses him puzzling over information he should not be able to access. “Let’s go and see.”


    Leaving Johan and the boy at the oak tree, Hartstongue and Isabella step over soft white cloud towards the nearest bridge. She takes care not to touch him, all the time rebuilding her defences. Has his contact with the mind-cane given him this power? If so, how much does he know now? As they pass each rock, the shape of it undulates with the breeze from their movement.


    At the first of the bridges, Isabella crouches down. Her hair tumbles over her cloak’s torn fabric and she brushes it back at once with a click of the tongue.


    “Look,” she says, “It’s alive.”


    When the scribe hunkers down next to her, but not too close, the bridge is moving. The greyness is not slate, but a living mass of twigs and feathers and the underside of leaves. As they continue to watch, she hears a crackling noise followed by a series of high-pitched squeaks, and a small beak emerges from the depths.


    “It’s a nest,” Hartstongue exclaims. “It must be the snow-ravens’ home.”


    Isabella know that, in spite of it all and in spite of how much she hates him, the same expression of wonderment on the scribe’s face is mirrored on her own.


    “A nest,” she repeats with a sigh. “Yes, you’re right.”


    But a nest like none she has ever seen before—long enough to span the stream underneath it and broad enough for a man, or a woman, to walk on, though she doubts its structure will take any person’s weight. As she watches, another beak bursts forth from the twigs nearest the water. It hesitates for a few moments before drinking deeply from the stream and disappearing again. Another follows suit and then another, and then stillness descends again. She does not know what to say to Hartstongue, how to discover how much he must now suspect.


    “A good way for the young to drink their fill.”


    Johan’s words break into the music of the trees and the boy runs into the scribe’s arms.


    “Indeed,” Hartstongue says. “And there are so many of these…nests. There must be thousands upon thousands of these snow-ravens here.”


    “It seems that way.”


    As Isabella looks up at Johan, he glances at her and then at the scribe, and a shadow passes over his face. Does he sense something in spite of her best efforts? And if so, what? Before he can ask any questions, a white flurry of ravens begins to wheel and dance in the skies. They fly towards the group and sweep overhead, their high cries providing a counterpoint to the trees’ music. Three, four times, they circle the travellers, bright wings dipping as if to draw them upwards into their world of air and song. And then suddenly, they are gone. Hartstongue watches the flock become a line in the sky, travelling away. They circle once more and land next to the largest of the oak trees, one after the other, a manoeuvre perfectly timed and executed.


    Then, as if they are of one mind, all the birds fold up their wings and turn their eyes towards the people.


    “I think they want us to go to them,” her brother says.


    As he speaks, it comes to Isabella that she must do something to hasten the time of rebirth. Perhaps this too is a test Gelahn has set before her.


    


    Johan


    Without waiting for an answer, Johan begins to make his way towards the flock of resting ravens. He hopes that his stride exudes some kind of confidence that his mind does not possess, but suspects that Isabella at least has already read his uncertainty. There are times when being a mind-dweller is not the blessing it should be. He has never been in this situation before; the snow-ravens have never come this close.


    Behind him, his companions follow. As they approach, the sound of singing becomes more evident. Not enough to be disturbing; it doesn’t feel like a threat. If Johan listens carefully, he can hear the undercurrent of harmonies floating up and down across the notes.


    At the edge of where the birds stand, he stops. Immediately, the song ceases and the silence rests on them, like a blanket in winter. The birds are motionless, the only movement being the slight ruffle of a feather here and there as the wind passes. Together, they appear like a hillock of snow scarred occasionally with a dark slash of beak or eye, which glitters in the light. Long moments pass and still nothing moves.


    What is happening? Simon’s question comes directly to Johan but he cannot answer it. He shakes his head. I don’t know.


    With a flurry of feather and a single burst of notes, the snow-ravens surround them and Simon falls to his knees on the ground.


    


    Simon


    The nearest raven used his wing to make him kneel, so swiftly that his eyes had hardly processed the action. Simon could feel the sweat trickling down his body, even though the air was crisp and cold. Glancing to his side, he could see the others were still standing. That didn’t make him feel any better. The boy was trembling.


    Look.


    The word resonated in Simon’s head and he turned wildly from side to side to see from where it had come. He couldn’t recognise the speaker. Who else had followed them here? Who…?


    Look at…


    And then a flurry of other words and thoughts chopping, pecking at his blood. Simon put his hands up as if to protect himself, but couldn’t see who had given him the message. Not Johan, not Isabella—he would have recognised them at once. And the boy had no power to meld his mind with another. It was…


    Look at me.


    The sentence pierced the mind like a familiar object in a nightmare of impossible sounds. His head pulsated with the unexpected clarity before being plunged into a circle of noise again. At the same time, a far greater power than Simon had ever experienced before forced his eyes forward and he found himself staring into the bright, black eyes of the bird who had knocked him to his knees. The raven’s plumage was lighter in colour even than the surrounding birds in the flock, as if marking him out from them. His frame, too, was larger—he stood a head taller than the rest, a fact Simon noticed for the first time now. At the end of the three toes of his claws were curved talons, which could have brought a full-grown man down. His eyes marked Simon as his prey.


    Moments pulsed by. The silence made the different sounds separate out and become more evident—the hush-hushing of the wind through the oak leaves, the light breathing of the other travellers, the scratching of claws on soil.


    Three questions. You. We must ask.


    With each word, the bird’s eyes blinked. Once only, and in perfect unison. He’s speaking to me, Simon thought. The bird is speaking. But how could he hope to understand?


    YESS-SS.


    This time the single word was reinforced in the mind by the echo of his fellow ravens. The sibilant hiss sent a tremor through Simon’s head, filling his body with its own harsh demand. From somewhere, pain began to mount.


    What questions? He had heard none. The taste of blood flooded his mouth once more and he did not have strength enough to spit it out. The pulse of his heart raged louder.


    How could I…?


    Somebody touched him. Stepped up to him and laid a hand on his shoulder, resting it there. Without looking, he knew it was Johan. Simon could feel the strength, the solidity of his presence, like a wall to stand against in the fiercest storm. He clutched onto that strength and held it close.


    Concentrate, Simon. This time, the voice was Johan’s, not that of the wild, unknowable birds. I think you have the strength deep within you.


    Did he? Whether that was true or not, he would have been far happier if any strength he might have clasped at had been closer to the surface. Still, now wasn’t the time to argue. Slowly, so slowly he could barely understand the movement, Simon raised his hand and wiped the blood away from his lip where he must have bitten it. Then he gazed at the raven leader.


    “Yes,” he said aloud, voice sounding harsh to his own ears. “Yes, I will answer you. If I can.”


    As he spoke, Simon tried to make the words appear like writing in his head, so that what dwelt within corresponded to the outer reality of speech too, if it could be called reality. It was none he had ever seen. He could think of no other means by which the creature who stood before him might understand.


    The raven made no sign that he’d heard and Simon could sense no more words plunging in. The only sign of life was Johan’s tightening grip on his shoulder, giving him a pure focus for pain.


    Then, suddenly, Ralph.


    His face rose into Simon’s mind. As if he’d been there for long day-cycles, hidden, but now was the first time Simon had been able to see him. No. The word burst through what little defences he had and he could see the Lammas Master as if he stood in front of him. Black hair, hooded grey eyes. Sweat lining the brow and his lips twisted—the look he’d worn when he’d tied the rope around Simon’s neck and tried to kill him. He saw Ralph blink, and then the Overlord’s eyes widened as if in surprise at seeing him there.


    Ralph?


    When Simon reached out, shaking himself free of Johan’s restraining touch, Ralph vanished as if he’d never been there at all. The feelings, however, proved more difficult to conquer.


    He found himself scrabbling in the dust. He might as well have been lost in the plains leading to the marshlands from Ralph’s domain, with no companions, no ravens, and no strange dance of the air to guide him. No way forward, and no way back. The only pull the one in his gut, which spoke of Ralph. The wanting him, and the fear of him too. Simon had never lost that, no matter what the man had done. And the knowledge of this made him into a liar. Gods and stars, in truth he never wanted to be free.


    When the flood of memory at last began to recede—although the ache remained—he brought himself up to his knees again. He could no longer sense the presence of his companions.


    His eyes caught the gaze of the raven. For a moment it felt as if something unfamiliar was leaving him, slithering away back to the domain of the bird-land.


    He knows, Simon realised. He’s been in my thoughts and he knows. About Ralph. About everything.


    It was then that he understood that the raven and he were alone. Everyone and everything else had gone. The vast flock of ravens, his friends—if he could call them that. The trees, the rocks and the streams. Everything. Only he and the bird were left. In a place of their own making.


    Or perhaps, only of Simon’s.


    “Where is this?” he said, pleased that sound of any sort proved possible here.


    He hadn’t expected any answer, or at least none he could understand, but he was mistaken.


    This is where you dwell.


    The familiarity of the voice—heard not aloud but only within—made him gasp before realising a moment later that he was wrong once more. It sounded so much like Ralph, but not like him; it had also something of the air. The snow-raven.


    “Who are you?” Simon’s words now were internal only, and continued to be so.


    I am one who questions.


    “That’s all very well, but questions what?”


    The raven paused and one black eye blinked. Simon saw he was searching for the words and the way to put them together, which he must somehow have gleaned in his journey through Simon’s mind. Perhaps that was why he sounded more human this time. Bile rose in his throat as he realised what he’d allowed to be taken from him. Still, he did not feel the loss of it.


    Questions the arc of your flight.


    The words pulsated like wings in the mind, and it took Simon a moment or two to understand the sense.


    “You mean my life? You’re going to question my life? Gods, but we’re here for a while then.”


    The bird’s head cocked to one side and back again, a movement Simon took as meaning yes.


    “May I ask why?”


    The worm dies but the leaves are born again.


    “What?” he stared at the raven, trying to unpick the metaphor he offered, trying to see the world as he saw it. “I don’t understand, I…”


    With a shake of his wings, the raven stretched out his snowy neck, opened his beak and released a lilting scale of notes into the air between them. Each note became an orb of gold, floating towards Simon in an unseen breeze. Without wanting it and unable to move a limb to escape, his mouth opened as the first of the orbs reached him and he felt its glitter and lightness on his tongue. It tasted like honey and cloves.


    He swallowed the note and his head was filled with singing. He felt the throb, as piercing as joy, as it travelled down his throat and into his stomach. It filled his body with sunlight. He reached forward and took another of the raven’s notes from the air. And another, and another. Each one brought the song in his blood to a greater height and pleasure, until at last he felt like a bird himself, dancing in the skies and mastering the breezes.


    When Simon finished, it seemed as if all of him was light, and the glow from his body was shining outwards, softening the blankness around him and the crisp whiteness of the raven. He thought that if he only opened his mouth, the world would be flooded with the song inside them both.


    He reached out to the raven, wanting to touch the smooth warmth of his feathers, wrap himself in the safety of his wings until all should be forgotten. And everything remembered. The raven’s dark eyes turned towards Simon, and he laughed to see the kindness in them. The instant that he touched the bird however, he could feel something begin to change.


    A line of peppered sourness began to uncurl in his stomach. Groaning, Simon let the raven go and pressed his hands to the pain, but it swooped within like the onset of night. The next moment, he’d doubled over, writhing onto his side, with sweat pouring from his face and body as if he’d been dipped in fire. Raw waves of pain crashed through his blood. When he looked up, the snow-raven appeared almost translucent, his shape splitting and reforming into tiny angles a thousand times, and then a thousand times again.


    And then, nothing.


    A tapping on his arm woke him. Simon had no idea how long he’d been asleep. The air smelled damp; the aftermath of rain. He opened his eyes, but all he could see was an expanse of pale blue, stretching out into the distance. Somebody groaned. He thought it was him.


    When the tapping continued, he tried to straighten from the foetal position he was in to see what it might be. His stomach felt raw and his limbs ached. He focused on the tall white bird next to him, whose beak was tap-tapping at his arm.


    Then he remembered.


    It took a while for Simon to sit up. His mouth tasted of iron and dirt, all the bright gold honey of before vanished as if it had never been at all. No, that wasn’t quite true; his mind felt different. As if something had been added and then taken away, but not without the memory of it embedding itself in the thoughts. He couldn’t say what that thing might be however. As he mentally reached for it, the knowledge slipped away to a place he couldn’t access.


    He waited until the wild pace of his heart had slowed before facing the raven again.


    “The worm,” he whispered. “And the leaf. Is that for you the contrast between what dies when tested, and what does not?”


    You speak with song.


    “Truth? Truth is song?”


    The bird didn’t answer but Simon felt a wave of lightness power its way through his belly. Yes.


    “So, you want to test me?”


    Again that feeling of lightness.


    “Well, good,” Simon sighed. “I seem to have had a lot of tests recently, so I imagine that one more will make no difference. I…”


    The light vanished away with the rise of the raven’s wings. They brought darkness and an airless intensity that crossed over Simon’s vision for only a moment, but which felt as if his existence had been wiped from the earth.


    “No.” His scream was internal, a cry which scrabbled for life on a sheer cliff-face, but the swoop of it was over as quickly as it had begun. The raven settled his wings again.


    “All right,” he gasped, his words breaching the sudden stillness with staccato rhythm. “All right. I can see that you have more power than I do. That’s understood. Gods and stars, but everyone I have met since my journey started is more powerful than I. So. No more jesting, I promise you. But, then again, still you let me live, don’t you? You let me live. Why?”


    Staggering to his feet, Simon stared at the raven but knew he would get no answer. At least not in a way he comprehended. It almost made him want to laugh. Here he was, in a world he knew nothing about, and each path he took led only to deeper mystery. A surge of bleakness through his gut brought to mind his companions: Isabella, with all her strange silences, Johan, and of course the boy. No matter how difficult the first two were, he wished they could be with him now.


    “When will you take me back?” he asked, the words pouring unchecked from his lips before he knew they were there at all. “When can I be with my friends again?”


    Even the worm must wait for the sun.


    Simon sighed and swallowed back tears, not for the raven’s command, but for the truth—unseen until now—of what he had said. His friends. The boy of course, but Johan too. Simon had begun to think of him as a friend. Isabella though, he was not so sure of. No, not sure at all. When he’d touched her by the bridge, he’d known she was hiding something, but hadn’t been able to tell what that something might have been. Still, everyone carried secrets and he had not called any other adult by the name of friend before in his life. Even Ralph… He had never been Simon’s friend.


    A little unsteady, he tried to concentrate on the present. It was no good thinking about the past. He had enough troubles here.


    Shutting his eyes, he spoke what he thought he understood from the bird. “You want to test me with questions. To prove my worth in some way. If I answer you like…like the leaf answers the sun, then you will take me back to be with my friends. But, if you consider my responses to be like the worm, burrowing deeper into the darkness, then…then I will die.”


    His eyes sprang open. “Really? You would kill me.”


    Sunlight and truth.


    No path away from it then. He swallowed once more.


    “Then ask me your questions,” he said.


    Three there are only, the bird replied and, as he spoke, the more his voice in Simon’s inner being echoed Ralph’s. The dawn is this, what drives you to hunger? In the high flight of the day, what sky enemy do you fear? And for the roosting time, what fills your darkness hours?


    “What? I don’t understand. How can I when you and I are so far distant in our ways of seeing?” Simon sank down again onto the ground beneath, his mind spinning out for a key to the raven’s demands. Hunger, fear and darkness. It seemed impossible that the beautiful snowy creature before him could ask of such things but if he wanted to live—and by the stars he had always wanted to live—he would need to find the answers to satisfy him.


    Honesty.


    The word sprang into the forefront of his mind and it brought with it an echo of Johan. Simon met the raven’s eye once more. Yes, he thought, I will speak the answers which resonate most with me, whether it satisfies my questioner or not. Let what come be as it will.


    Gazing around, he didn’t see any of the calm blue air. His mind was travelling elsewhere and the only gaze he had was for that which lay within.


    “What drives me to hunger?” he mused. “I suppose that’s easier than I thought. The memory of home, and what it once meant to me. No, perhaps that’s too simple. Perhaps what drives me is the thought that one day I might be able to know that same sense of connection, that peace which I associate with home. Though, the gods know that association didn’t last long.”


    Hesitating, he searched for what else he could say, but found nothing.


    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I have nothing more to say in response to your first question. I don’t know what you want of me, but that is all I know how to give. Is it enough?”


    The raven’s steady expression gave no hint, but at the same time he made no move against the scribe.


    “Is that it then?” he asked. “For the first answer? Shall I move on to your second now?”


    The faintest inclination of the head only, and after waiting for another few moments, Simon continued. “What sky enemy do I fear? Believe me, if by “sky enemy” you mean enemies who are a danger in the world I know rather than the world I do not, then the list is too long. We would be here together until nightfall—if nightfall exists in this place, no matter what Johan says. After all, I cannot see where the light comes from, so how can I tell if there is an opposite?”


    Without warning, the raven hissed and stretched out his wings. Simon jumped and slid away from him, but he stalked nearer and kept the distance between them. The bird hissed again, his black beak snapping open, dangerously close to Simon’s face. He felt sweat prickle his eyes.


    “All-all right,” he stammered, not daring to move again. “I’m sorry for wandering away from your question. Give me a moment. I will answer you.”


    The bird’s head cocked as if considering the plea, and then his mighty beak closed and his wings folded back onto his body. At once the pace of Simon’s heart slowed.


    “The sky enemy…” he murmured, mind racing and trying to gain time. “The sky enemy…one enemy. One enemy, not more. Is that it? No, you don’t want to help me, do you? I can see that. Sorry, that wasn’t a jest, believe me. No mind, I’ll answer for one enemy only and hope it’s what you want.”


    He stopped, hesitating to choose one from the many he held in his heart: those he’d been born amongst and grown up with and who had become his enemies; the numerous people over the years who’d driven him out of their villages as he travelled—no, fled—from place to place; all of them up until the woman who’d betrayed him to the soldiers two year-cycles ago; and Thomas the blacksmith; then the mind-executioner himself of course; and…


    His hands curled into fists. He’d found his answer.


    “Ralph Tregannon,” Simon whispered. “My most feared enemy is Ralph. The one whom of them all I thought I could trust. I was wrong, wasn’t I? I gave him love, offered him friendship, and he betrayed me. But, still, I want him. Love him, even. This, more than any of the others—and believe me, I have many enemies—this makes him the most feared of them all.”


    Simon stared at the raven and saw no hint of attack. What he’d spoken aloud had winded him so he lay back, arms outstretched and body supported by what might have been ground or was equally likely to be something of the bird’s strange making. Taking a deep breath, he continued to gaze upwards and watched as the view shimmered and clouded over.


    After a while, when he was able to, Simon spoke again. But he did not sit up to face the silent interrogator.


    “And the third of your questions,” he said. “Believe me, I have not forgotten it. I was simply…thinking. What fills my darkness hours? Here, I cannot answer you singly, no matter what threats you may make. I must answer you with what I find in myself, nothing more and nothing less. What fills my darkness hours are grief, the fear of what the morning may bring, and denial of the self I left behind. See, you have it all. So, tell me, what will you do with me now?”


    By the time the scribe finished, he was sitting up, muscles tensed, ready for action. Though the gods alone knew what action that might have been. In a sudden wild movement, the bird spread out his wings, as if to match Simon’s arms, covering him in darkness. The pounding of his heart sang in his ears, chilling the blood to ice. He closed his eyes, waiting for what must surely be the kill.


    A moment later, he was not yet dead. The wings plunged downwards, wrapping him in their cushioned warmth, and he felt the sudden punch of the raven’s beak on his face, piercing the scar which Isabella had tried to heal.


    Simon cried out, and felt himself being lifted off the ground and up into the air, rising higher and ever higher. The pain in his cheek deepened as the bird’s beak seemed to burrow further into the flesh. Simon scrabbled at him with his hands, trying to make him stop—but the bird was too strong, and he could find no purchase on the smoothness of his body. He yelled again, and the twist of his mouth only made the pain fiercer. The raven’s wings released him, but the beak still clung to his face, and cruel talons grasped his legs.


    They began to fly. Or rather the raven began to fly, Simon merely pinioned in his grasp like a mouse seized by a bird of prey. Each beat of his wings sent a further lash of pain through Simon’s body, building up to a crescendo until he thought he would faint, but that release was denied him.


    He didn’t know how long the strange flight lasted. The sky changed from the pale blue it had been before, in wherever the place had been where the raven had taken him for his questions, and he became aware of clouds and the sound of birds. A sudden rush of nausea to the stomach and he realised they were dropping downwards, faster than his body could comprehend.


    The land met him as gently as the touch of a summer river against its banks. Green. Soothing. When he opened his eyes, the snow-raven had released him and was in the act of stepping away, his great wings folding home. The ground beneath felt soft, as if he was lying on a bed of herbs, but he caught no scent, which might have proved it. The raven turned his head sideways and looked at Simon. He could tell nothing from the bird’s gaze. He could only tell that he lived still. What might be to come, Simon did not know.


    Along with the clouds and birdsong, the whisper of voices now. Voices he knew. He did not dare turn to look at them.


    The raven bent his head and plucked one perfect white feather from his breast. A droplet of blood formed where the feather had been. Reaching forward, he laid the feather at the scribe’s feet as if laying an offering at a shrine to the sky gods. Simon took it. The air seemed to grow dense with the promise of something about to happen, an agreement reached. But of what kind? Then the bird stretched out his wings and mounted the skies again, heading back in the direction Simon thought the two of them might have come from, but he could not be sure of it. In a strange silence, the flock, who must have been waiting where he could not see them, spread their wings, too, and followed.


    In a matter of moments, they had disappeared from view. Despite the pain he had experienced—which now he realised had vanished—a jolt of loneliness spread through him.


    Simon reached up to touch his face where the raven’s beak had stabbed him, but felt nothing. Not even the remains of the scar tissue from Thomas’ knife. But it had seemed real. Not a dream. At the time, he’d been sure of it. So why was he uninjured?


    


    Johan


    “Simon? Are you all right?”


    The moment the birds have gone, Johan springs towards the scribe. He hunkers down so their faces are level. Simon looks exhausted, but there is something different about him. A kind of peace he hasn’t noticed before.


    “Johan,” Simon grasps his hand and brings it up to his cheek. Johan is startled at the gesture but doesn’t draw back. “Yes. As I’m sure you’ll realise of course, I’ve been having a wonderful time. But before I try to explain it all, tell me one thing.”


    “Yes?”


    “The raven. He pierced my skin here, with his beak. But, now I can feel nothing. What do you see?”


    Johan laughs and withdraws his hand. Simon’s ability to recover from any kind of ordeal is astonishing. “Your vanity shines through, my friend. So I do not think you are the worse for whatever has happened. The raven took you away and the other birds prevented us from trying to follow you, even if we had known how to find you. But now…”


    “Now…?” the scribe prompts him.


    “Now you are restored to us and the skin on your face is as whole as it was when I first saw you. The snow-raven has healed you.”


    Simon stares at him. “Thank the gods. But why? I don’t deserve such generosity.”


    “Then perhaps you are wrong in your reckoning of yourself. Perhaps we all are.” Johan stands up and beckons to the others. “Come, I think it is safe.”


    The next moment, the boy is in the scribe’s arms.


    “It’s all right,” Simon whispers over and over again. “It’s all right, I’m safe. We’re all safe.”


    Johan hopes his words are true but fears he can do little to guarantee it. Something tells him there is more happening in their drama than he is wholly aware of. He is proving after all to be a poor leader of men.


    


    Isabella


    She places her hand on her brother’s shoulder for a moment before withdrawing it. She does not want him to be so troubled. She has thought of what to do, but she needs Gelahn’s power in order to do it. The power of true and swift death. What Isabella intends will take away all Hartstongue’s strange new resolve. The mind-cane and the blessing of the snow-ravens will not help him then. For now, she must deceive and deceive once more.


    “I too am glad to see you returned to us,” she says, unable despite her best efforts to put much warmth into her voice. “I thought we had lost you.”


    The scribe hesitates. “At times, I thought the same.”


    Isabella stares into his face though, unlike the others, she cannot bring herself to touch him. “This healing is miraculous. I could not perform such an act with all the herb-skills my mother taught me, and my skills are only a small part of the gift she had.”


    Hartstongue looks away. “Sometimes, that can be a blessing. You should not be ashamed, Isabella.”


    At such insight and courtesy, she can’t help blinking. The scribe coughs and gets to his feet. The small, white feather that the snow-raven had plucked from his breast and given to the man falls to the ground, and she wonders what it means. Her brother reaches down and picks it up.


    “It’s beautiful,” he says, handing it back to Hartstongue. “I do not understand why the great bird should give you this, except as a sign of his approval or a promise that he will be with you again one day, but it is beautiful.”


    “Yes.”


    It is not long of course before the scribe is indulging his vanity by gazing at the reflection of his face in the stream, under the pretence of washing. Johan smiles and shrugs, but Isabella sees her opportunity to plant a thought in Hartstongue’s mind. She steels herself for conversation with him.


    “It is not wrong to look at yourself, scribe.”


    He blushes and stumbles into excuses as she sits by him at the river. “Forgive me. I am not usually so childish. After all, what does appearance matter? I know my gifts lie, if they lie anywhere, in the craft of writing and the powers of my mind. Something too of herb-lore. I should pay no heed to appearance. It is nothing but foolishness.”


    “On the contrary, it is part of who we are, Simon,” she replies. “We are not all thought or all body, but a combination of the two. Both aspects matter, and must be held in balance. Do the people you have lived amongst not teach that to their children?”


    “I cannot remember such a lesson,” Hartstongue says. “Is that something that Gathandrians live by, Isabella? What do your people teach their children?”


    She shrugs. She does not like the way he has turned the discussion back to her. That path is dangerous. “Many things. Too many to mention now. But, as we are speaking about children, do you not think it is time to grant your young friend a name? Such an act would surely be a blessing.”


    Hartstongue lets out a breath and sits back. She has breached his weak defences. Behind him, Isabella smiles. She knows from Gelahn that what she is asking is reaching the edges of the unthinkable in the world the scribe and the boy come from. He has neither strength nor skill for such a task. Not in the present, nor in any time to come.


    “I cannot,” he says at last, his voice hardly more than the sound of the running waters beside them. “I do not have the right to do that. I have no power to name anyone. Do not ask it of me. You must see that.”


    “Why not? The boy needs a name, almost as much as he needs you. And I know it would give him so much joy. No matter what the background of you both.”


    She can’t help herself. The cats-paw of her curiosity drifts over the scribe’s memories. Her disdain too. Hartstongue must feel it as he flings her away from his mind at once.


    “Forgive me,” she says quickly and blocks him before he can follow her into her own domain. “I did not intend to pry into what is private for you. That is not our way. I simply wanted to offer support, that is all. My brother tells me I am sometimes too eager to help, even before it is asked for.”


    The scribe makes no reply. It is time for her to be gone.


    “But it seems to me,” she says, rising to her feet and shaking out her skirts, “that having no name is a burden too heavy for a young child to bear—too heavy also for an adult, I think. You love the child, and he you. The duty, if it is faced, is yours. No matter what the cost. Think about what I have said.”


    


    Simon


    After Simon’s experience with the raven, Johan decreed rest for them all, although not for long as soon they must take the next part of the journey. There was no need to stand watch; the ravens would act as protection for them now. Even so, it took a while to sleep and Simon’s dreams were restless, full of flight and shapes too complex to name. The vision of the boy and the mind-cane drifted through them all, but never together. When he woke, he shook off the nightmares and stared up at the now dark sky, trying to understand why the stars were no longer in their place before the memory rose again. The land of the birds—the kingdom of the air—had no stars. And no moon either. Only an encompassing light in daytime, that seemed to spring from the air itself.


    Something touched him. Simon turned his head. One of the ravens was perched nearby, its feathers glowing silver in the darkness. As he gazed, the bird stretched out its wing and brushed his face. The dazzle of light in the movement made him shield his eyes.


    “What do you want?” he whispered, praying that it would not be further tests. “Why have you come?”


    The raven gave no answer, only turning its head to one side to eye Simon again. Before he could cast around for what else to say, it stretched out both its wings, the length and a half of a full-grown man, and danced upwards into the sky. He stared after it, watching the shimmer of its wings fade into the distance, and it was then that he knew. As if the bird had spoken aloud and given him the answer.


    The snow-ravens. It was they who gave this land its daylight and who delivered darkness by their absence alone. The Kingdom of the Air had no need for sun or moon; the birds were its light. Hadn’t they only seen brightness when the birds were present and, in their absence, darkness rushed in? He took a deep breath and felt the bubble of laughter ease through his throat. In fact, his whole body tingled with the discovery and he longed to be able to share the knowledge with another.


    Smiling still, he glanced to his other side, away from where the raven had stood, and saw the sleeping figures of the boy and Isabella. Beyond them, Johan. Simon had almost turned again to lie on his back and think when a glimmer in the dark drew him to look again.


    


    Johan


    Johan sits up on his elbow in the gloom, gazing at the scribe. The raven has woken him too, but not the others. The words leap from Simon’s mind towards him, uncontainable.


    The birds. They’re our light, Johan. This place has no need of sun.


    Isabella moans a little in her sleep, but her brother catches the jumble of Simon’s thoughts and keeps them from waking her. He smiles. Even amongst his own people, it is not everyone who makes this leap of understanding so soon.


    Yes. You are right, Simon.


    The scribe lies again on his back, apparently satisfied with the response, but Johan senses there is much more on his mind. He must wait for the subject to be broached. After a while, something in the air crystallises and Simon contacts him once more. This time his thoughts are more focused, with a power the Gathandrian has not seen in him before today. It is interesting indeed that Simon does not even realise its presence. What is happening here? How Johan wishes he understood.


    Johan?


    Yes?


    In the morning—I mean when the ravens return—I would like to name the boy. Will you help me? You and your sister?


    Of course, Simon. You do not need to ask. You know we will do it.


    As he waits for sleep to drift over him again, Johan wonders if Simon will be able to fulfil this challenge. And what, if anything, he and his sister can do to help him.


    


    Simon


    With the birds came the strange sunlight. They did not appear in the same way they had vanished the night before. Then, they had flown together, and the darkness had enveloped the emptiness they left behind them. Now, in the morning—if morning was the right name for it—first one snow-raven, followed by another, and another, glided down from the sky and through the oak trees, landing on a grassy bank on the other side of where Simon and his companions had been sleeping. As they gathered, the light flowed outwards from them, embracing the sky, the air, the trees, the water and the people.


    After what might have been half a spring story’s length or more, the light was full and the number of the birds complete. The leader, the one who had tested him, was the last to arrive, taking his place at the head of the semicircle the ravens had formed around the little group. A ruffling of feathers and they were silent.


    Simon stood up.


    Perhaps, he thought, the time was indeed now. Not when he hoped he was ready for it, but when he was not.


    He took several paces towards the birds. The boy, his hand clasped in Simon’s, walked with him. Hunkering down, Simon placed his fingers at the side of the child’s head and brushed his eyelids shut with his thumbs. He smelled of grasses and the water they’d washed in while it was still dark. For a long moment, Simon touched the boy’s forehead to his own, trying to be as open to his curiosity as possible, trying also to seek the inner truth of his name. If he chose wrongly, the boy would die. Not in the flesh, but somewhere in the spirit, where it mattered more. But if the name chosen was his indeed—the name he did not yet understand—then his life would belong to him for all his days and no one could take it away. The gift of their people, the gift of naming.


    His heart beat wildly as his mind skittered to the time, long ago, long before Ralph even, when someone he loved had given him a gift, one he dreaded to own but had been forced to take. He… No, he must not think of this now… He could not…


    Tearing his head away from the boy’s, Simon drew in a jagged breath and heard his own name spreading like a cool stream over his heated thoughts.


    Simon.


    In the echo of it the voices of Johan and Isabella in his mind.


    I’m all right, he whispered. It’s all right.


    But it wasn’t all right. The time for contact with his charge was over and he had sensed no name reaching out from inside him. In spite of this, he had no option but to go on. Once the ritual had begun, the deed could not be undone. Such an act would damage them both. Beyond any repair. Of course, his charge did not know this; only Simon understood the meaning.


    He stood up. Turning the boy around so both of them faced the birds, Simon held his hand, more to quieten the tremble in his own fingers than to give reassurance.


    “There…there is s-something I need to say,” he started and then closed his eyes to try and regain control. This was not the way to begin. If they survived the experience, he wanted to give the boy something to remember, didn’t he?


    He took a steady breath and opened his eyes.


    “Hear me,” he said, the stammer gone now, “hear me and understand what I say. And, if it pleases you, stay and share in this ritual.”


    Yes, that sounded better. So far, so good then. A breath of movement through the birds and a wave of white feathers. Then stillness once more. He searched for the lead-raven and found him, not in the middle of his vast flock but at the end of the front line. One talon was raised, delicately, as if he were about to step through a nest of young birds. His dark eye caught Simon’s and held it.


    An impression of the sky’s swiftness, the beating of wings and the cry of many companions. Together, so many—together—one.


    And then the image vanished and Simon stood where he had been before. Body and thoughts together. On the grass, with the boy’s small hand in his.


    The snow-raven lowered his claw and Simon breathed again. They would allow this ritual then. The necessary audience would be birds, not people. He hoped it would be enough.


    Squeezing the boy’s hand, they walked forward a few paces together onto the grass. Each step released handfuls of small yellow seeds that drifted upwards, glittering in the light. They clung to their shoes, staining the worn leather.


    


    Isabella


    Boy and man stop. Hartstongue glances back. Isabella and her brother remain where they are, Johan because he will not follow unless the scribe asks him to and Isabella because she wants to see him fail. Sweat lines the coward’s forehead, even as the morning chill makes him shiver.


    “Come closer and watch,” he says. “I need your witnessing eye.”


    At once, Johan takes the few strides needed to bring him within touching distance of the boy and scribe. After a slight hesitation, Isabella follows. Hartstongue gazes into their faces for a moment. He sees compassion and empathy in her brother’s. She wonders what he thinks he sees in hers. Then he turns around.


    “Come then,” he whispers. “Let us begin.”


    Releasing the boy’s hand, Hartstongue steps away so he stands alone. The boy leans towards him as if to run into the safety of his embrace again, though he will find no comfort there. But the scribe shakes his head, frowning, and the child remains where he is.


    Spreading his arms wide, Hartstongue spins a slow circle. Then he speaks.


    


    Simon


    “It is the custom of my people,” Simon said, “that the name of a man or a woman is the thing that holds them, the power that gives them being. My name is Simon Hartstongue, and my naming ceremony took place in the village of Hartstongue in the White Lands, a place far distant from here. Or where I can only imagine here is. I was five years old and the ritual was performed by…by my father.”


    Simon’s throat filled with tears, but he swallowed them down, continuing to spin his circle, arms outstretched, in order to proclaim the ritual to all those present. Two circles went by before he found it in himself to continue.


    “I have no training,” he went on. “And, in the lands I come from, a name-giver must go through at least three summers of training before a gathering of the elders tests him and finds him acceptable or not. It is not an easy task. I do not take it up lightly. But I come with a heart of love for my friend, a boy who has shown me acceptance where I had none, and respect where I did not think to find it. He has learned a little of the skill of writing from me and has—before we left to take this journey—almost been an apprentice to the art I have tried to teach him. He has been a good pupil but, more than that, he and I have found friendship together. Because of who he is, and the poverty of his birth, he has not been gifted with a name. In the life we led, I did not think to question this; it has been the tradition both of us were born to. But now, here, and because of what I have seen during my brief travels, I question the wisdom I have learned. I see that there are other ways of living. So, with the help of my companions, I stand before you today asking if your generosity will enable me to lead my friend into this ritual and if, gods and stars willing, your strength will help me to perform it.”


    By the time he stopped, the boy’s face was glowing and his eyes shone with tears although, as the scribe had instructed, he had the wit not to run to him. Still, Simon could sense the swell of emotion in the boy’s heart and prayed to all the gods that it would not overwhelm them both.


    “I am willing, and I long to help you in this ritual.”


    Johan was the first to answer, and Simon gasped to hear him use the formal words of response. Had he borrowed them from his own memories, or was his knowledge more than previously suspected? He had no time to ponder the mystery further, as Isabella joined her voice of support to her brother’s.


    “I, too, will help you,” she said.


    Only the ravens kept their silence.


    Simon could not do this without them. The custom required all those who watched to be at one with the intentions of the namer and the named. If they were not, he would regain the ability to walk away. His last chance to do so. If that happened, the boy and he would be safe, and his lack of knowledge would remain uncovered. Simon’s pride would be lost, but nothing more. But also, if he walked away, then there would not be another opportunity for the boy to have a name. Amongst the people, a naming ceremony came once only in a person’s lifetime; if it failed, for any reason, it could not be performed again. If he walked away now, the boy would never be able to trust him. And his affection would be shattered. Deservedly so.


    “Please,” he said, turning to the lead-raven. “I need your understanding also.”


    For a long moment, nothing happened. Simon heard only the sound of the breeze and the distant running of water. Then the snow-raven stepped forward, his long claws scratching thin lines into the morning grass.


    Fly then. With him. Our wings are near.


    The words came as if spun out of nothing. They flickered in his thoughts for an instant and then vanished as if they had never been at all. He swallowed. The acceptance had been granted. His only choice was to proceed with the ceremony. But what would he do when he reached the heart of it?


    Taking the boy by the hand, he bade him kneel on the soft grass, smiling at him briefly for reassurance. Simon hoped to the gods that he did not discern the hypocrisy of the gesture. When he was still, the scribe cast his mind back to his own time of naming, trying to see from afar what had happened, what his father had done and all the words he had spoken then. He prayed to forget none of them, and that this time would be always engraved on his friend’s heart. A memory for him of joy, not of despair or failure.


    He knelt before the boy, keeping the required arm’s length distance between them. He sensed the strength and empathy of Johan, the curiosity and judgement of Isabella, and the puzzlement of the birds. No matter. For the time the boy and he were about to enter, he would be able to call on none of them to help. They were the audience but, at the heart of this, the two of them would be alone.


    Stretching out his hands, he lifted the boy’s face up so their eyes met. His skin felt cool to the touch, but Simon could not remove his fingers. Unlike himself and all those he’d seen undergo this rite, the boy had no words that could be heard beyond his flesh. Therefore, to hear him in truth throughout the ritual, Simon would need to be in physical contact with him until they reached the end of it. This interpretation of the ceremony would have been forbidden in his world, but he had no choice here but to do it.


    Now. He had to begin now.


    “You are my friend,” the scribe said. “Do you trust me?”


    The boy nodded. It was enough.


    “Good,” he said. “Because what we are about to do means you will have to share the deepest part of your soul with me. A part of your soul that you may not even fully know. For the name by which a person is known is the heart of who they are. We live by our names, and we die by them, too. This is the way of our people.”


    He paused, unsure whether the gods in whom he didn’t fully believe would be angered by his adulteration of the traditional words. But he felt nothing—no fire from the air and none in his mind, tearing it apart. Perhaps, if the gods existed at all, they were appeased by his shunning of any lie. Because by now he should have expressed his knowledge of the boy’s name, and so reassured their audience of his full command of the ritual. Instead, he had added his own words, hoping for understanding to come.


    A small echo of peace in the head and Simon glanced at Johan. He gave a slight smile, over almost as soon as it had begun.


    “This is the way of our people,” Simon said again. “We give the gift of our name to the namer and that gift is confirmed as the deepest part of ourselves. When a name is chosen, we are fully who we were born to be, fully aware, fully alive. After this ceremony, no one, my friend, will be able to mock you or ill-treat you again. You will be able to become whatever you wish, achieve whatever is possible. Your name will keep you from all harm.”


    Even as he spoke the ancient words which, now he had begun them in truth, fell easily into his mouth, his spirit mocked them. How could anything protect them from the dangers that arose each day? And how long would it be before the enemy tore through the barrier into this kingdom to find them? It struck him then that the old ways were nothing but emptiness and myth. There was no safety. Only hope.


    “Keep us from all harm,” he whispered, and felt the startled gaze of his two companions on his neck, the faint stirring of the ravens.


    Now. Begin, Simon, he said to himself, before the ceremony is torn away from your grasp by your doubts.


    He pressed his fingers deeper into the side of the boy’s face. The boy gasped as the scribe’s thoughts hit his.


    I have to do this, Simon told him. There is no other way.


    A spear of crimson light ripped through his mind, piercing blood from skin, emotion from thought, as he plummeted into the boy’s secret self. As if from a great distance, he was aware of sweat on his fingers, the way his teeth bit, needle-sharp, into his mouth. The smell of dust. Sweeping all of it aside, including the grief to come, if it should come, he continued to drive his searching mind onward and ever onward into the dark. He had no idea if the direction he took was a good one; it seemed only necessary to take the journey to where the light of the boy’s outer-knowledge glowed weakest. Any damage he caused would be justified only by the fact that it would be less acute than the sudden ending of the ceremony. Only in the place of darkness could he hope to discover the boy’s name.


    Onward and onward he raced. Simon allowed his thoughts to range as widely as possible so the boy might help him, if he knew how. He planted echoes of himself in each corner and each twisting of the wild way he took. His body told him he didn’t have long. The link was beginning to weaken.


    Suddenly, a dance of deeper night at the edge of his vision. A sparkle of silver. Yes. From instinct, he turned towards it and saw a tiny cut in the blackness of the mind-walls encasing the boy’s soul. Something hidden, something private. In the pace of the journey, he’d almost missed it.


    For a moment, Simon hesitated. He had no way of telling if this was what he sought. It was the last chance. He hadn’t enough power left in the fragment of his thoughts here to explore the cut further, so he would need to draw his mind together from its various pathways. Once he did that, and if this hint of resolution was nothing but winter air, there would be no more searching. Only the move outwards, back to his own body and to whatever lay in store. Death or life. Either was possible.


    He had to try.


    It took longer than he’d anticipated, the connection between his own thoughts barely strong enough to reform himself. Then, when he had it all, and aware, more than anything, of the vanishing perspective of the outside world, he reached towards the cut and slipped his mind inside.


    For a few beats of his heart, nothing. Sweat, dust and bleeding. The overwhelming certainty of failure.


    Then he had it. A pale slip of a name, which held in its narrow lines the wide compass of a life. Yes.


    Before Simon could do more, the warning signs of his mental links disintegrated. The wild clamour of his body for its soul, and a sudden rush upwards.


    Pain. Fire. Skin.


    Then warmth. Breathing. Light.


    He opened his eyes. His fingers were bleeding and both of the boy’s hands were bruised where they must have scrabbled for release at Simon’s, but there was no other outer damage that he could see. They had been lucky.


    Both of them were gasping for air. The boy blinked at Simon and he smiled.


    “Your. Name. Is. Carthen,” the scribe panted, the words spinning their own pattern apart from each other. “You are blessed. You are complete.”


    Then, he could do no more.


    


    Isabella


    He has done it. She cannot believe this has happened. Hartstongue should be dead; he and the boy both. Always, he escapes her. Isabella needs Gelahn to finish the task, but her master wants to keep the scribe alive a little longer yet. She does not understand it. What more can be learned? How she longs to see Hartstongue’s lifeless body at her feet. Then she will see her love again.


    The boy, too, lives. Not just “the boy” now though. Now he is Carthen. A name, meaning for the scribe’s people earth and mountains, and the animals that live there. Derived from it, but more than the sum of it still. A name also rooted in his mother’s language, the ancient language of Gathandria, but the knowledge of that is not known to Hartstongue. Not yet.


    It is time for her to go further. Whether or not Gelahn wills it.


    


    Simon


    Carthen yawned and stretched his arms out, like a cat, and at once the scribe was at his side. A new name was a powerful gift, but also an unfamiliar one. Simon sensed the leap of confusion in his mind. And then the realisation of what had happened raced through the boy. When he turned, his smile and openness made tears rise into Simon’s throat.


    “Yes,” he said, laughing. “Yes, you have a name. You gave it to me, and I gave it to you again. Carthen. The mountain wolf. You are fierce and loyal. You are Carthen.”


    Even as Simon spoke the traditional words of greeting to a named one, he smiled inwardly to think of the boy he knew having any ferocity in his soul in any measure. Yes, he, more than anyone, knew the depths and heights of his friend’s loyalty, but he could never think that he had a crumb of anger in his being. No, his friend was—or would be when he came of age—a man of peace. Simon knew it in his blood, and had sensed it on the mountain. Nonetheless, the name had been chosen for him and would not be unchosen, no matter how much he wondered whether a mountain deer would have been more suitable.


    “Come,” he said, as Carthen’s eyes continued to glow and dance. “The ceremony was a bloody one, but I do not think there will be lasting damage from it. I am… I am sorry if I caused you any pain, little one, but I could not think how else to perform the ritual. Forgive me, please.”


    His smile and the touch of his fingers to Simon’s cheek gave all the answer he needed.


    After the four travellers had taken what food they could find from the trees and plants of the land, he and the boy washed in the stream. Simon glanced at his hands and the damage the ritual had caused them, but already the wounds were beginning to heal. Something sparked his curiosity.


    “Wait,” he said, and Carthen at once stopped splashing the water on his face and shoulders. He looked up, patient and trusting. Gods preserve them all, even after what Simon had made him undergo.


    Drawing in a deep breath perfumed with oak leaves and grass, he took Carthen’s fingers in his and dipped them in the stream’s silky current. He chuckled and wriggled but Simon hushed him to stillness. The water flowed over his hands. As they watched, the scars and dried blood which had oozed through his skin by force of the pressure Simon had put him under faded almost to nothing.


    “Look, little Carthen,” the scribe whispered.


    He looked and gasped as he studied his unscarred flesh. The stream must have healing properties, Simon thought. Was there no end to the magic of the ravens’ kingdom? Perhaps that was why neither Carthen nor he had been seriously harmed by the naming ritual. Perhaps this place would not permit anything but the slightest of injuries. Unless the birds willed it. He half-shrugged at the realisation that it was not his own skill that had pulled them through after all, but a power beyond himself. So much for pride then.


    When they had shaken themselves dry, the two of them dressed. How Simon longed for a change of clothes and freshness next to his skin. But as he slipped his tunic on, he realised that it was not as torn or shabby as it had been. Carthen’s was the same.


    Gazing around at the calm beauty of their surroundings—the rocks, the water, the oak trees—he longed to be permitted to stay here for many days. There was much which could be learned from the snow-ravens and their Kingdom of Air. Much the scribe could write of. Still, he knew in his heart that such a wish would not be granted.


    


    Johan


    He knows Simon’s longing. He can sense it more clearly than if the man had spoken his thoughts aloud. However, there is no time. Some wishes are destined to be thwarted. But first there is something he has held back from saying for too long. That omission must be righted.


    “I need to talk to you, Simon,” he says.


    He nods, “Of course. Perhaps let me set Carthen to work—some writing—and I…”


    “No.” Johan grips the man’s arm. “No, there’s no time for that. Isabella will take him for a while. We need to be alone.”


    Without another word, Simon stands up, looks down at the boy. “I’m sorry, my friend, but Johan wishes to talk with me. Will you play with Isabella? Why not show her the stream which has cured your cuts.”


    Carthen’s face grows downcast for a moment and then he nods. Isabella is already beside him, her smile making her beautiful. He takes her hand and the two of them walk away.


    “You did a brave thing, Simon, when you stepped forward in the air to follow me here.” Johan says. “It took courage to stand with me like that. You had no idea what might have taken place. I am sorry it has taken me so long to thank you.”


    With all that has happened, it takes Simon a moment to understand him. Then he smiles. “More despair than courage, I think. I’d had enough, you see.”


    “Enough of what?”


    “Many things, I suppose. I’d had enough of being told what to do and knowing so little. I’d had enough of watching bad things happen to those around me. And, most of all, I’d had enough of letting fear rule everything I do. It’s…debilitating. Sometimes, Johan, I am more afraid of the death of my soul than anything in the outer life.”


    Johan nods and then looks up into the undulating clouds. The sight of the snow-ravens, and the patterns made by their unceasing flight above and around them, makes unexpected tears rise to his throat. Simon has the gift of surprising him. He is not used to that.


    “I think,” he says, “that what you say is nothing but a definition of courage itself.”


    Simon blushes and dismisses the kindness, but already Johan’s mind is of necessity turning elsewhere. He senses danger in the air around him. Something has happened and the enemy is closer. They must prepare the scribe for the next stage of their journey, and soon. In the only way they know.


    But before he can speak, Simon frowns.


    “It might help such courage as I have,” he says, “if you told me why you chose me to take to Gathandria. Is it because I am a mind-dweller? Or do you have other reasons?”


    Johan closes his eyes. He does not think Simon is ready for the truth. Not yet. Then again, is he himself ready for it? “I swear to you that I will answer you soon, when the time is right, but now there is something else you must do.”


    “What is that?”


    “You must tell us the story that is on your heart now. And you do not have much time to tell it.”


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Eighth Gathandrian Interlude


    


    


    Annyeke


    Annyeke smiled at Talus. The two of them were standing in her kitchen area washing the platters. Their early supper had been one of her soups left over from yesterday and bread freshly-made this morning. The air smelled of rosemary and winter-chive, but it was the last of her supplies. Until the land was healed, there would be no more herbs. She’d added salad from the garden too, pausing to admire the lemon-tree leaf as she collected the last of the wild-lettuce and chicory.


    “Talus?”


    “Yes, Annyeke?”


    She sat on one of her stools. She didn’t want to tower over him while she spoke. “Listen, darling. I have to go out again soon, but I’ll be back by the time it gets dark. I need to do some work for the Sub-Council which I can’t do here. I’m sorry about that. Now, I want you to stay at home until I return. Can you do that for me?”


    As she spoke, Annyeke wondered if she’d ever get rid of the motherly sounding voice she used. Perhaps she should simply start being herself for once. While Talus stared blankly at her, she sighed and tried again.


    “Look,” she said. “I’m worried about things that are happening at work and…and elsewhere. I need to find something out without anyone else knowing about it.”


    “Can’t you ask the elders for help?”


    She shook her head. “No. They’re the ones I don’t want to find out about what I’m doing.”


    “I thought they knew everything, anyway?”


    Annyeke took the plate he was holding and added it to the stack on the table. “That’s what I thought too, but they haven’t confronted me yet. Something happened—when I was with them and the mind-circle—and whatever it was it seems to be protecting my thoughts from them now. I don’t know how long it will last but I intend to make the most of it while I can.”


    Having declared, however quietly, her stand against the whole Gathandrian culture and ages-long tradition, Annyeke wasn’t sure what the response would be.


    Unexpectedly, Talus grinned. “Are you rebelling then? Is it to do with where the Montforts have gone?”


    For once speechless, she stared at him. What on earth did they talk about at classes? She would have to have a word with the tutor, she could see.


    “No,” she replied. “I am not rebelling, Talus. I am simply investigating. There’s a difference. And, yes, it is to do with the Montforts. But I’m hoping—we’re all hoping—they’ll be back soon and then this hateful war will be over.”


    No sooner were the words out of her mouth than she was regretting them. The boy’s face folded in on itself as recent memory rippled through him.


    “I’m sorry, so sorry,” Annyeke breathed, enfolding him in her arms and feeling his harsh sobs against her neck. They stayed there a long time and she sensed that when the crying stopped something in his mind was clearer.


    Afterwards, she laid him on her bed, kissed his forehead and whispered a mind-spell of protection. It wouldn’t be dark for a while yet, but it was best to be safe. She needed to go now. It was the wisest time for another reason; the elders would today be paying one of their occasional visits to the city’s recently damaged zones. The chances of discovery were fewer.


    It took her longer than she’d anticipated to reach the Council ruins. There’d been a recent series of attacks on the northern part of the city, and several people stopped to ask about them. Not much she could do, of course. Only offer comfort and mental strength where she could. She wished again that Johan hadn’t had to go. He had an air of authority about him that gave her fellow Gathandrians hope, and she wasn’t sure that she was a good enough substitute. Even though her skills in relating to people were better than Johan’s.


    When she finally reached her destination, her mind felt raw. So much pain, both here and in the neighbouring countries. When would it ever stop? She shut her eyes for a few moments and tried to calm her thoughts. If she were going to revisit the elders’ underground chamber, she would need all her senses about her. In the late afternoon, the street was fairly busy but, even now, townsfolk were beginning to make their way home. There was more purpose about the way they walked. Of course that was also to do with the bite in the air. Winter was no longer that far away. Johan and his companions would have to be back before the snows came.


    A ripple of discomfort crossed her mind as she remembered how easily the elders had discovered her feelings for her absent colleague. The fact that someone else had keyed into it did not give her cause for rejoicing. It didn’t matter anyway; Johan rarely paid her any kind of attention, at least not in that way. Damn it to the stars.


    She tightened her lips. No use worrying about it now. She had work to be done. Come what may.


    A quick glance around reassured her that no one was watching. She laid her hand against the wall and waited. It worked as it had the day before and a few moments later she was inside, breathing heavily. She hoped that no one had seen her strange antics. She’d be hard-pressed to find excuses if she’d been spotted. Still something told her she was safe enough for now.


    Before taking another step, however, she concentrated and sent her mind out into the corridor in front and to the secret library. She sensed nobody. Good. Time for further investigation then.


    In the place of books, she shivered. Something bad had happened here. The pain and memory of it lurked in the dark shadows, clung to the papers and manuscripts, even brushed against her skin. The moment she let her thoughts roam free through the air, the misery threatened to overpower her, so she closed her mind down as far as she was able. Then, taking care not to look too much at the cage which was continuing to shimmer and glow in the darkness, she made her way around the cellar.


    Most of the books were written in the ancient Gathandrian language. Annyeke’s knowledge of history wasn’t what she would have liked it to be, but even so she could still make out a few words in one or two of the volumes she opened. They spoke of war and loss and, once or twice as she flicked through, she thought she recognised the word saviour or healer. She wasn’t sure which. And there’d certainly been plenty of war and loss recently, but little hope of a prolonged healing. The leaf in her garden had not yet been joined by another.


    Still, this wasn’t helping her discover what the elders were doing. They had a right to keep the old texts in a place of their choosing and at least here they had a chance of being safe. What she wanted to know was what was going on now. Squaring her shoulders, she turned to face the cage at last. As it had before, the same flood of grief, anger and almost unbearable pain swept through her. She staggered under the weight of it and was forced to hold onto the table to avoid falling. Annyeke shut her eyes. She could feel everything as if it was solid, pressing against her. The damp air, her plait, her cloak. Outside those physical realities, and in the confines of this one room, existed a world of mental anguish she was not equipped to handle, despite all her training.


    She had to learn how. Because she intended to find out the elders’ secret—and, now more than ever, she was certain there was one—if it killed her in the process. Remembering what Johan had taught her about advanced meditation techniques, she centred down on herself until she found what she was looking for—a garden in autumn, a stream, and her beloved lemon-tree. A vision where she could be herself, no matter what was happening in her outer life.


    Annyeke opened her eyes. The pain was still there, but bearable now. Not, she suspected, for long. The shining cage felt fiercer at close quarters, as if something had been in torment there for a long time. And still was, although the room was empty apart from herself. She shook her head to clear it. As she was already at the table, she picked up the first book. From memory, the positioning hadn’t changed from yesterday. As she did so, she could have sworn the cage’s glow grew a fraction dimmer.


    The object she held in her hand was bound in mulberry leaf and decorated with gold and silver. It smelled of riches and history. There was no title. She opened the book. The first page was written in ancient Gathandrian but the date given was more recent, of many generations ago. As she thumbed her way through, turning the pages with ever increasing urgency and biting her lip, the language became more modern, and the understanding easier. Her skin felt as cold as winter, and she found she was breathing quickly. It was a journal, the entries written in different hands. Towards the end, the bulk of the writing became that of the First Elder. She’d seen his notations and signature on enough of the papers in her working life to recognise it.


    When she finished, the book slipped from her hands to the floor and she looked up, staring right into the mysteries of the cage.


    “You were here,” she whispered. “You were here, for all that time. How did you bear it?”


    She sat back suddenly, landing on the stone floor with a thump, darkness ricocheting through her blood. They’d imprisoned the enemy here. Had written up day-by-day, moon-by-moon, year-by-year the pain and terror they’d caused him. A record of wrongs done and suffered. All these long year-cycles. They’d trapped him in this star-forsaken dungeon. No, call him by his name. Why take away the personhood of someone they—the cultured, so-called sophisticated Gathandrians—had treated so cruelly? Call them both by who they were. The Gathandrian elders had taken Duncan Gelahn—let her acknowledgement of his name bring her what ill-luck it might—and kept him here throughout generations. No light, no joy, no company, no hope. How could they act in such a manner towards anyone, no matter how badly he had fallen short? And she was a part of it, wasn’t she? Her righteous shock and anger at this discovery was nothing more than a cover for her own guilt. She was part of the people who appointed the elders—at least the most recent ones—and who trusted them to do what was best, who believed in their compassion and justice.


    Well, to her mind, this was all justice and no compassion. If she had been held prisoner in this dark and soulless place for all that time, would she too have grown angry enough, bitter enough, to hurt and maim and kill over and over again until all the need for vengeance was slaked? If it ever would be. Annyeke wiped the tears from her eyes. Yes, she thought, she probably would. This dungeon was a living hell. She was astonished that Gelahn had maintained any sense of his own self at all; under these circumstances, she would surely have run mad. How could they have believed for so long that the elders’ rule in Gathandria was an enlightened one? She had always assumed that Gelahn’s punishment was both necessary and merciful. Had never questioned it. None of them had. Now she could see how wrong she’d been. Yes, the man was a killer. He’d first tried to wrench power from the elders so many years ago. He’d taken one of the mind-canes and used it for evil and not for good. As he was doing now. She had no doubt that Gelahn deserved punishment. But not like this.


    Not like this.


    She drew in a deep and shuddering breath, and glanced around the prison. A sudden flicker at the corner of her vision from the direction of the prison entrance made her throat go dry. Someone was watching her. She sprang to her feet.


    “Who’s there?” she cried out.


    A heartbeat or two of terror and then a small face peered around the corner of the wall. “Annyeke? It’s me.”


    “Talus, gods and stars, Talus. What are you doing? How did you get here?”


    She seized him in a great hug and tried to breathe more calmly. That was the trouble with these inner meditation techniques, she thought. She’d been so busy focusing on her own state that she’d failed entirely to notice Talus’ presence. No wonder Gathandrians weren’t the best of fighters—too many generations of perfecting other skills. None of which were doing them any good now.


    “How did you get in?” she said again, releasing the boy and looking into his face. “Did you follow me?”


    He nodded. “Yes. I saw where you vanished and when I touched the wall, like you did. It opened up. So I followed you.”


    “Oh my love, why?”


    Talus broke her gaze and stared at the floor instead.


    “Wanted to make sure you were safe,” he mumbled. “Thought you might need help. And it’s nearly dusk.”


    Annyeke sighed. She should have expected it. Talus had suffered too much loss recently. It was natural for him to worry about her. She was only astonished the wall had let him in at all. Its magic was certainly powerful.


    “It’s kind of you,” she said. “But next time just try to do what I say. Please?”


    As she spoke, Talus was frowning and staring past her at the books and the glowing cage. “What’s that? It feels…”


    “Nasty. Yes, I know. Come on, if it’s as late as you say, then I think we should leave. Besides there’s a lot I need to think about.”


    Wasting no time, Annyeke grabbed the manuscripts she hadn’t had the chance to look at from the table and turned to hurry out. The cage light dimmed even further. Was it something to do with the books?


    “Talus?”


    “Yes?”


    “Take some books from the shelves, would you? Not all from the same place. They need to go on the table.”


    The boy ran around the library and, a few moments later, another pile of books rested where the first one had been. The cage began to return to its customary light levels. From the look on Talus’ face, she could tell he wouldn’t be able to bear the room’s pain for long. She didn’t have to be a mind-dweller to see that.


    She stretched out her hand. “Come on, let’s go. Now.”


    “What about this one?” He reached under the table and pulled out the journal she’d been reading. In the rush of what she’d discovered and the urgent need to get out, she’d forgotten it.


    “Yes, please, bring that one too. Thank you. Now, come.”


    He obeyed her.


    As the two of them ran through the corridor towards the outside world, Annyeke knew that for her, everything had changed.


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter Twelve: Simon’s Second Story


    


    


    Simon


    Isabella and Carthen returned, the woman already sensing her brother’s command, and Simon tried to calm the strange sensations in his blood. The stories were for their protection. That was what Johan had said. But the Gathandrian failed to realise what they cost to tell. At least if his experience of the first story was anything to judge by. Or perhaps Johan did know, and it was part of this journey also. Yes, that would not surprise him.


    All these thoughts plunged through his heart as Carthen came to take his place next to him, while Isabella sat with her brother.


    “Johan asks for a story?” Isabella asked, smoothing her skirts over her legs. Her mind was once more a perfect river-stone to Simon—bland and smooth.


    “Yes.”


    “Then,” she said, “you should begin.”


    Resting his arm over Carthen’s shoulders, Simon focused his mind on Johan’s request and began.


    “My first memory of my… my mother,” he said, voice cracking only once before settling, “is the smell of the barley soup she made.”


    Once again, the magic of the words Simon said crept through his skin and into flesh and blood, becoming real, becoming life—his life—and taking him with them. He must have been three or four years old, although there was no way of knowing for sure. He was standing, fingers clutching at his mother’s skirts while she stirred the soup over the enclosed fire in the small baking room.


    “Come, little one, taste.” Her voice was like honey, golden and rich. Her hair was golden too, a hank of thick braid which she always wore up during the day when receiving visitors but down when relaxing at night. Simon’s colouring was his father’s. Dark and secretive.


    “Come,” she said again, laughing. “This will be your favourite, I’m sure.”


    Sweeping him up into her embrace, she sat down on one of the stools Simon’s father had made and laughed as he sucked greedily at the pale spiced soup. They were still giggling together, the soup-bowl empty, when his father came home and frowned at the bareness of the table.


    Simon’s mother smiled away his annoyance


    “There will soon be more,” she said. “You, like your son, will see. There will be enough for us all. Do you not believe that I am a magic-woman indeed?”


    And there always was enough. From his early childhood until the day he left home, his mother made the house warm and full of food, even though those who visited came for her skills with herbs and healing, not for companionship. Later, Simon grew to understand that his mother was an outsider. She was the only one amongst the villagers who had yellow hair and light green eyes. The rest of them were dark, like Simon’s father. Like Simon. It was because of his mother that as he grew up he had few friends. Those he knew played with him only when their mothers were busy elsewhere and, even then, the games they chose could be harsh.


    One summer, with the men in the fields working the maize and the wheat, a group of boys were playing catch-wolf near the woods. Simon could have been no more than eight or nine years old. Named by then of course, but not old enough for the little schooling granted to farm workers. His mother taught him in secret at home. The boys he saw were older, but not much, or they too would have been indoors.


    The tallest of them, the baker’s eldest, gave a low laugh and punched one of his friends on the shoulder. “Hey, look, it’s the out-worlder’s son.”


    “Shouldn’t he be at home? Where it’s safe, eh?” The speaker was plump, too big for his tightly-fitting tunic and Simon could see the stains of the morning’s breakfast on his front.


    He hunched his shoulders and tried to hurry past, as his mother had taught him to do, but their minds had already seized on their next game.


    “Hey there! Do you want to play with us? Fancy a game of catch-wolf, do you? Want to play with the big boys?”


    The questions—the lack of courtesy if Simon ignored them, and the promise of some new acceptance if he didn’t—caught him. He turned around.


    The baker’s boy—whose name came to him suddenly as Dolmar—smiled and rubbed his nose.


    “Well? Do you?” he said again.


    Simon nodded, dumb with the desire for inclusion.


    He exploded in a snort of laughter. “What is it? The Horseman got your tongue? Can’t you speak?”


    “Y-yes,” he stammered. “I’d like to play with you. Please.”


    “Good,” Dolmar replied, strolling up to him as if he were the squire and Simon the lackey. “Hey, boys, do you hear that? The out-worlder wants to play. Do you think we should let him?”


    A chorus of agreement and muffled grunts followed. Some laughter too, though Simon didn’t know what it meant.


    “All right then,” Dolmar said. “Let’s play. Hey, out-worlder.”


    “Yes?”


    “Do you think you’re strong enough for a game of catch-wolf? It’s what we’ve been playing, see, and being the sorts we are, well we’ve always room for another.”


    “Yes,” he said again. “Th-thank you.”


    Dolmar and his group—there couldn’t have been more than five or six of them—sauntered up and formed a circle around him. He spun, trying to keep track of them all. A low buzzing noise began in Simon’s head and he tried to shake it free. He had no idea what it was.


    “What’s the matter? Got the fever, out-worlder?” This was from another of Dolmar’s friends—a boy he couldn’t name. “Don’t you want to play?”


    Dumb, Simon nodded, and they began to move in a slow circle around him, one or two of them jabbing him in the shoulder or ribs as they walked. The buzzing in his head grew louder.


    “Hey, he wants to play.”


    “Bit too cocky, isn’t he?”


    “Yeah, I think so. Comes right up and wants to join in.”


    “It’s not right.”


    “But what do you expect from someone like him? Someone with his mother, anyway?”


    “Yeah, I agree. What do you think we should do about it then?”


    “Teach him a lesson?”


    “Teach him how to really be a catch-wolf?”


    Laughter then. Which stopped as suddenly as it had begun.


    “Yes,” said Dolmar, all laughter faded from his mouth. “Let’s do it.”


    Before Simon could even think what they might mean, they were upon him, fingers scrabbling at clothes and skin. He opened his mouth to yell, but someone—he couldn’t see who—landed a punch in his stomach and he half-fell, winded. A globule of spit landed on his cheek and somebody pinched his arm. Raising his hands to his face and pushing back to drive the boys away was useless. Simon lost his footing and landed on the earth, scrabbling to get to his feet again, but they kicked him back down.


    “What do wolves do?” Dolmar’s voice was close to Simon’s ear, barely audible over the continued buzz in his thoughts. “What do wolves do?”


    Simon didn’t know what answer he might possibly want, but he was still speaking.


    “They feed on the earth,” he said. “Come on.”


    Somebody grabbed his shoulders and somebody else his legs and dragged him away from the path and towards the woods. Unable to defend himself, Simon began to scream, and the noise in his head turned somehow to a wild stream of red. The next moment it was gone, and he was left empty and gasping.


    Another moment later, the trees were a net above him, and the rancid taste of mud filled his mouth. When Simon tried to spit it out, a hand clamped his lips shut and he was forced to swallow some of the thick, black substance. He struggled against his attackers but it was no use; they were too strong and his face was slammed in the mud once more.


    It was then that it happened.


    Something bright and hard shot from Simon’s face and hit Dolmar on the soft flesh of his neck. He cried out and began to choke, letting Simon go. Taking advantage, Simon kicked out at his legs and he fell. Hand clawing at the mud, Simon pushed some of the black filth into Dolmar’s mouth in return and he cried out again, the words lost. For a moment, he caught sight of a line of silver at the older boy’s throat before it vanished, leaving a thin, red scar. In the place of its vanishing, something slotted into position within Simon’s mind and he gasped at the feeling of completeness.


    Dolmar spat the mud away, screaming over and over again, “What did you do? What was that? What did you do?”


    With each word, he pummelled Simon on his back. The ring of boys around them meant he couldn’t escape, and he swallowed mud and small stones, struggling for breath.


    Just when he thought he had no more strength for the fight, the pressure above lifted, and Simon slithered around, gasping and crying, to see Dolmar lying on his side a dozen yards away. A ring of light was flashing around his body and he thought for a moment or two that the boy might be dead. Then his eyes opened and he looked at Simon. Or rather through him.


    “What. Have. You. Done?”


    Each word breached the air as if standing alone by itself. Simon knew the question this time wasn’t directed at him and he swung around.


    His mother stood behind him, though Simon had had no inkling of her approach. She was wearing the clothes she used for herb-blending—a long, green skirt and a faded cotton tunic. Her hair was loose, however, in a way she only ever wore it at night, and the rich gold of it flowed over her shoulders. She glanced at him and he gasped; it was as if a long shining rope had been thrown from her hands and found its mooring in his thoughts, the two of them attached across the empty air. As the other boys began to flock to their leader, she slipped between Dolmar and Simon.


    “Get away from him,” she hissed, her body shielding him from them. “Get away and keep away from my son.”


    As she spoke, something like the line of light which had danced from Simon’s thoughts came from her eyes. This time, it was far stronger. It spun like a circle of fire around Dolmar where he lay on the ground before coming to a point at his neck, coalescing into a quivering circle of red and vanishing as suddenly as it had arrived.


    All around was silence. As if time had stopped and the small group, Simon, his mother and the village boys, were suspended in the moment. No breeze, no cry of animals or birds. No sound. Then, his mother let out a sigh and the world began to move again. When Simon glanced at Dolmar, he felt his face go cold.


    In the place where the strange light had touched him, a long red weal lined his throat. It looked like the mark of a hunting whip he had seen once on one of the mountain wolves. Dolmar put his hand to the wound, staggered to his feet and began to shout. The boys around him scattered, throwing terrified glances behind them, and fleeing in a long stream of limbs and fear back towards the village. And still Dolmar shouted. Over and over again.


    “What have you done? You out-worlder, you witch. What do you think you’re doing in our village? Why did you come here? You’re not one of us. You’re evil. What have you done to my neck? You’ve hurt me.”


    Clutching his arm, Simon’s mother took several paces forward, dragging him with her. With her free hand, she reached out and grabbed Dolmar, still spitting his words of hatred. She shook him until he stopped. The sparks flew from her skin like pinpoints of fire, or small stars.


    “Yes,” she whispered, her voice low and full of threat. “And if you touch my son again, or if you tell anyone about this, I will do far worse. Do you understand me?”


    Wordless, he nodded. Simon could sense his fear as if he’d spoken aloud or carved his terror on the mind. It was the first time this had happened to him. His heart thudded wildly and he swallowed down bile.


    “Good,” she said, at last letting him go. “Then run, you coward. Run back to your friends and the safety of your small village. You have no courage to call your own. Go on. Run.”


    He did. His feet kicked up mud, and tiny specks of blood fell from his neck. They showered through the air like corn dust. As he disappeared into the distance, the stamp of his emotions in Simon’s head grew weaker.


    At last, Dolmar vanished. He and his mother were alone.


    Kneeling down, she held him close. Simon could feel the wild pace of her heart, and her warmth seeping through the thin cotton. She must have come without stopping to put on her cloak, he thought. How had she known?


    Then all thought disappeared.


    A sudden wrench and he no longer stood within his own body. Instead, he was falling and spinning downward, the air around fizzing and full of music. An expanse of blue. White birds. The smell of salt. Simon. His mother’s voice. He didn’t know where it came from. Or what was happening.


    Mother.


    The cry came not from his lips but from his mind. The echo of it seared the whole of his being and left him shaking. The feeling of being stretched so it was impossible to be complete. Then pain. Rushing through a body Simon no longer had, in a place he couldn’t name. A picture of rocks falling from a high mountain and smashing on the ground far beneath. The rocks were upon him; he was the rocks. He opened his mouth and screamed but heard no sound.


    Mother. HELP ME.


    The feeling of a rope—a strong one—binding him back together into one piece again. His mother’s lilac perfume, the silencing of the jagged rocks and the strange knowledge of landing. Safe. Whole.


    There. I have you.


    Gasping, Simon opened his eyes. He had no idea what he might see. For a terrible moment when his thoughts seemed to implode into whiteness, he saw nothing. Then, through tears, the world came back into view—trees, mud, and the darkening evening sky.


    “Simon?”


    “Yes?” Her eyes gazed into his. Green, like the great waters she’d so often told him about, but which he’d never seen.


    She sighed. “What happened here. You must never tell anyone about it. Not even your father. If you must talk, then you talk only to me. Do you understand?”


    Simon stared at her, still not understanding, still trembling. He knew enough to see that she meant the way he’d somehow been out of the body, as well as the incident with the boys. He nodded and she hugged him again.


    “Good,” she said. “Let’s go home, little one. Soon there will be nothing to tell.”


    From then everything began to change. Not that it was obvious at first. Simon’s mother continued to produce her herbs and potions, and the women continued to visit their home for the healing the herbs brought. Every now and then, he would think about what had happened, but the thoughts were too large, too bright, and after a while he learned to avoid them. His mother was right; the boys didn’t attack again and whenever Dolmar passed him, Simon would stare at the scar on his neck. Dolmar simply ignored him. And no word was spoken. But, in spite of the apparent normality, something in the atmosphere became harder, as if people were wary, or watching to see what would happen. And for the first time that winter, the soldiers visited them.


    They were at supper, eating the broth Simon’s mother had made that day with the leftovers of the lamb bones. The rich smell filled the air. His father was talking, telling them something that had taken place as the men had been re-salting the meat and choosing the best cuts in the barn. He was smiling.


    His mother reached forward to take Simon’s empty bowl for wiping clean and at the same time he heard a loud knocking at the door.


    “Open up,” an unfamiliar male voice said. “We must speak with the household. Now.”


    The bowl crashed to the stone floor, breaking into shards that scattered underneath the table and across the straw matting. Unable to move and heart beating fast—though he didn’t know why—Simon watched it.


    “Who is it?” his father called out, before whispering, “Pick the bowl up, Charis, please.”


    For a moment, she stared at him, her face pale and her lips trembling. Then, slowly, so slowly, she hunkered down onto the floor and began retrieving the pieces. As if set free from strange magic, Simon found his legs and rushed to help.


    “Let us in!” The knocking came louder now. His mother’s fingers squeezed his. She took the pieces of the bowl he’d picked up and added them to hers. Then she dropped the remains next to the ewer and basin, out of sight.


    Simon’s father opened the door, and stepped to one side.


    Two soldiers filled the frame. They were dressed in the green and gold livery of the local land-owner—a man the villagers only saw once a year during the winter solstice celebrations. They wore ceremonial swords but their helmets were missing. The taller one entered first, stooping to avoid the low ceiling, and his companion followed, laying his thick winter gloves in the middle of the table. He sat down and scanned the room quickly. Simon huddled closer to his mother who laid her arm gently across his shoulders. His father closed the door.


    The tall soldier—the one still standing—spoke first.


    “We’ve been hearing rumours,” he said. “We thought you might be able to clarify some things.”


    “What sort of things, sir?” His father’s voice was low and steady, but when Simon glanced at him, he could see the twitch above his eye. Not wanting to witness his father’s terror, he looked away at once.


    The man sitting down grunted, and the tall one began to pace around the room, taking his time, staring at everything—the dishes, the pots, the firewood, even the bags of herbs Simon’s mother was in the process of drying. These he picked up, sniffed and dropped on the floor, frowning.


    “Oh, all sorts of things,” he said at last, turning to face the three of them. “Our lord isn’t happy, you see. He likes his lands to be law-abiding. He doesn’t like rumours or things not being…just so.”


    There was a pause, during which Simon thought his father would say something else, but he didn’t. Instead, the tall soldier spoke again, bringing his fist down on the table and leaning over it towards them.


    “There’s been talk that one of you has been delving into people’s minds. Is that true?”


    He spat out his last words as if they were a weapon and Simon’s father turned pale. At the same time his mother’s grip on his arm tightened, and one word echoed in his mind.


    Remember.


    “No, sir, it is not true,” his father said steadily. “We are not criminals. We are a law-abiding household. What you hear in your barracks and at the lord’s table is envy. No more.”


    “Envy?” This time, the other man spoke, the one sitting down. He didn’t look up but gazed at his hand, as if fascinated by what he saw there. “What do you mean?”


    “My wife has gifts of healing, through the use of plants and herbs easily available on our lord’s lands. The women of the village take advantage of this but sometimes there is talk. Recently, my son here was set upon by local boys, and my wife ended the disagreement, making the ring-leader look small. His parents still bear the grudge. That is all.”


    The tall man nodded, as if this information was understandable to a man of the world. “Herbs and plants, eh? Such knowledge is of ancient origin, is it not?”


    “Indeed so, sir,” Simon’s mother spoke at last, releasing his arm and stepping out into the candle’s flickering light. “My mother and grandmother taught me the uses of all the plants, but the sin of mind-dwelling was never theirs. Or mine. Long may that truth remain to light our lives.”


    The soldiers bowed their heads at his mother’s invocation of the gods’ first prayer, and it was his father who broke the small silence that lingered after.


    “Yes,” he said with a laugh. “Do you think, sirs, that a man in my position would have married a sinner such as that? No, my wife is an honest woman. I would have no other.”


    Neither of the soldiers smiled with him and his father’s laughter faded away. The shorter man took a long, cold look around their home and then, with a sudden movement that he didn’t think any of them had anticipated, swept the remains of their meal off the table before upturning the table itself. His mother gasped and his father took one step forward but the frown on the taller man’s face quelled any action he might have taken. Although, of course, such a thing would have been unthinkable; nobody ever questioned or rebelled against the owner of the lands they lived in. The lord of the meadows and fields, the woods and the streams demanded and received total obedience. The same was true for all the villages.


    Instead, Simon’s father and mother watched in silence as pots were smashed, herbs torn and scattered, and the remains of the food they’d eaten thrown on the floor. The ransacking took no more than a few moments. It felt as if a hurricane had suddenly invaded their home in a land where the air had up to now been peaceful. When the soldiers finished, the shorter man strode up to Simon’s mother and glanced at her for a second or two before hunkering down to bring himself level with Simon. The soldier’s eyes, he noticed, were pale blue and cold.


    “Learn from this,” he said, as calmly as if he’d been showing Simon a new skill, nothing more. “Learn that it is not wise to ruffle the feathers of your lord and master. Do you hear, boy?”


    Simon nodded, once again too terrified to speak. And, for the second time in his life, he heard his mother’s voice in his head: Peace, little one, have courage.


    The knowledge of her thoughts vanished as quickly as they’d appeared, and the soldier rose to his feet, apparently satisfied with the mute response.


    At the door, the taller one paused and turned towards them, banishing his companion into the chill night air with a wave of his hand. He smiled.


    “Take this as only a warning,” he said. “And from now on, remember to run the affairs of your family with more wisdom. Or our lord will have no choice but to send us back to you again.”


    Then he was gone.


    When the three of them had finished clearing the destruction the soldiers had left behind, they spoke no more of what had taken place that night. And their neighbours were satisfied. For a while.


    


    Isabella


    For a few moments, Hartstongue remains silent as his story comes to an end. Then he coughs.


    “There,” he says, turning away from them. “There. That is the story of how I came to know my gifting and that is the end of it. I have no more for you.”


    As he speaks, Isabella becomes aware of a deepening blackness in her head. It is Gelahn. He is linking to her. She leans back and tries to concentrate. As if from a great distance, she is aware of her brother standing up, she can hear him speaking.


    “Thank you,” he says to the scribe. “But that is still not the story laid most closely to your heart. It will not give us all the protection we need. No matter, we do not have time for another. We will have to leave now.”


    Isabella smiles. Behind Johan, she can see that, in the wall of white, peaceful feathers forming the far horizon of their refuge, a scar has formed. Red and black pierce the undulating uniformity. At the same time, Hartstongue sees it.


    “What is it?” he says. Stupidly.


    Johan’s expression is unfathomable. “Our enemy has caught us again. Sooner than I had hoped.”


    At once, Hartstongue grips Carthen and hauls him to his feet. “Then we must run.”


    “Yes. The ravens will be able to hold him for a while, but their strength will not last forever. And ours is still too weak.”


    As Johan turns to gather their small belongings into the makeshift parcel of his cloak, she understands at last what Gelahn wants. Yes. It is so perfect.


    “We must go to the kingdom of fire, the desert,” she says. “Quickly.”


    “Simon is not prepared…” Johan begins to reply but time runs out. A vast and silent splinter of crimson and black shatters through the feathers lining this world.


    “Run.” her brother screams.


    Delicious, triumphant sound explodes around them. The crying of the ravens, the howling of the wind and, last but most satisfying of all, the shriek of wild hawks on the hunt.


    


    Simon


    Grabbing Carthen’s arm and abandoning what little they had left, he began to run. His companions were suddenly lost in the darkness that rolled over them. He could only hope that they ran with him.


    He glanced back and saw how the snow-ravens wheeled and dived, trying to escape from the fire that spun upwards from the hawks as they pursued them. Behind, he could sense rather than see the presence of the enemy. How had he sprung himself upon them in such a way? None of them had felt his evil, which swept over them now. And did he still bring Ralph with him?


    The puzzling issue of whether Simon cared to know the answer to that was broken by the shaft of fire which sizzled across his arm, barely missing Carthen’s head. Turning again to run, he slipped and fell. Even as Carthen and he scrabbled to their feet, it was too late and the hawks were already there.


    “No,” he cried out, not knowing if his voice could be heard at all. “No! Don’t hurt him.”


    “Simon.”


    By the time he’d spun around to the sound of the voice, he knew who it was. The next moment, the air began to whirl in wild patterns, the burning trees and the hawks swooping in a strange vortex. Simon reached out and his hand touched flesh.


    Then all was darkness.


    When he woke, he had no idea how long he’d been unconscious. Glancing from one side to the other, he could see that he was trapped in something shimmering and white, almost transparent and no larger than his old home in Ralph’s village. Beyond these soft walls lay the land of the snow-ravens. This time, no refuge, but a place full of fire and invading hawks. On the ground outside, Simon could see feathers and blood. His eyes filled with tears, but there was no trace of limbs or flesh. His companions, Carthen included, had vanished.


    A slight noise on the left, and he turned to see the figure of a man, his back to him. Wiping one hand over his eyes to clear his vision, Simon rose to his feet—slowly and as soundlessly as possible—and took two steps towards him.


    He couldn’t help himself.


    “Ralph?” he whispered. “Is that you?”


    The Overlord swung around and at once fire plunged through Simon’s blood. It was as if there was nobody else in the whole world—no strange land of ravens, no trees, no hunting birds, no people, and certainly none of his three companions—just the two of them.


    “Simon.”


    Someone’s hand touched Ralph’s face, stroked the stubbled skin of his cheek and the lines of his mouth. The hand was Simon’s, the fingers trembling. Unable to believe he was real, but discovering he was. Simon couldn’t speak. Didn’t know how.


    Didn’t need to.


    Because the next moment, Ralph’s lips were on Simon’s, and somehow none of the past few weeks had ever happened. No prison, no rope, no journey, no mountain, no birds. All he cared about was the fact that he was in Ralph’s arms. Now. Kissing him. Drinking him in, knowing at last how much he had missed him.


    Ralph broke away first. Simon was shaking, unable to catch his breath, still tasting the other man on his tongue.


    “Simon,” Ralph said again. “Come back with me. Please.”


    Their fingers intertwined but, with his free hand, Simon touched his neck. The memory of the rope blazed more powerfully again and his eyes darted around once more, sensing danger but unable to see the source of it.


    “It’s all right, Simon,” Ralph whispered. “Gelahn won’t hurt us. It’s only me here. We’re safe, I promise you.”


    Still, a whisper of warning in his head.


    “I love you,” Simon said. “You know that. Wherever you are, something of my mind will always be. But why did you want to kill me?”


    Ralph closed his eyes. Simon could smell him; heather and sweat.


    “I’m sorry,” he said, opening his eyes again. “I’m sorry, but I had no choice. Come with me. Please.”


    “Wh-what about my friends?” Simon stammered, trying to clutch onto what he knew to be right, although the feel of it was even then slipping through his fingers. “Where are they? What has the enemy done with them?”


    “Ah, Simon, what have they got to do with us? Aren’t we more important than anything?”


    His hand caressing Simon’s neck, soothing the pain he felt there. The fact of Ralph was heavy in his thoughts, overwhelming him. Simon didn’t know what to think, he only wanted to be with this man. Couldn’t think…couldn’t feel anything else but him.


    “Aren’t we?” Ralph said again, his voice like a finger running down the spine. “Simon…?”


    “Yes,” he said, surrendering to Ralph’s embrace and rejoicing in the sensation of the man’s lips on his throat. “Yes, we’re all that matters. You’re all that matters, Ralph.”


    


    Johan


    Thanks to the ravens, who fight back against the attack with more vigour than he has ever seen or imagined any bird could have, Johan breaks into the enemy’s mind-fantasy just as the scribe is surrendering. It should not have taken this long. The sudden tearing brings the noise and stench of death with them into the imaginary world.


    “Run, Simon.”


    Simon gasps. Lets go of Tregannon. The white cloud of ravens descends at speed towards the two men. Their beaks glitter with dark fire. Johan grabs Simon’s arm and starts to pull him away. The scribe reaches for the Overlord. Johan knows his charge is too much deceived to listen, so he snatches at the dazzle of bright dust in his belt-pouch and flings it over him, uncovering what Simon has been blinded to before—the figure of the enemy looming behind, his mouth caught in a triumphant grimace, the mind-cane already in flight towards him. This time the enemy is too close to miss.


    Simon screams. It is too late for Johan to call a warning.


    Expecting blackness and the embrace of death, Johan experiences neither. The scribe reaches out. The cane lands in his fingers like a bird finding its roost. For a long moment he holds it aloft, the shape of man and weapon outlined in light, and then, with a wild cry, he launches it back.


    The enemy roars his fury out. The next heartbeat, his cry is cut off as the ravens cover both him and Tregannon. Mind flailing with the impossibility of what he has just seen, Johan senses his opportunity.


    “Now,” he shouts again to Simon. “Run.”


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter Thirteen: The Trial of Fire


    


    


    Simon


    In the desert, the power of the sun never stopped. It beat down minute by minute, its strength increasing with the maturity of the day. The sun separated skin from sweat, flesh from bone. It tore apart both thought and hope, and there was no escape from it. Not even at night, when the air held the memory of heat. Simon had not learned this before, in any of his life.


    He learned it now. And learned it quickly


    When they left the kingdom of the snow-ravens, the sound of the hawks and that one wild scream echoing in his heart, the four of them—Carthen clinging like a kitten to Isabella’s waist—leapt through a membrane of soft feathers which roared like a winter storm and the land behind them snapped shut.


    They fell heavily, as if the path beneath their feet had suddenly been snatched away by an unseen hand, and all around them the silence rushed in.


    Dryness. Power. Heat.


    Simon opened his eyes and was at once blinded. The sun blazed down on their heads, the rays of light ricocheting upwards from yellow earth and piercing through flesh. Groaning, he tried to shade his vision and with his other hand reached out for Carthen, his heart thumping staccato in his chest.


    Somehow, he found the boy. His fingers curled around Simon’s, and he could feel the confusion of thoughts in Carthen’s mind.


    “It’s all right, little one,” Simon said, though he had no idea if that was true or not. “We’re alone now.”


    That much was true. Simon could sense no pursuit and all around was silent. No wild birds, no screams, no danger. He drew Carthen to him and soothed his brow, whispering words that made no sense. And all the time, the vision of the mind-cane and how he had touched it, held it in his hand before casting it back, gripped him. Why was he not dead? Simon could not understand it, and he didn’t want to think about it. Whatever had happened, it was too complicated to struggle with. The important thing was that they were alive. At least, he hoped they were.


    After a few moments, his eyes became accustomed to the harsh light and he could focus on his surroundings again. To his right, the figures of Johan and Isabella lay sprawled upon the earth. He could see they were breathing. They must have taken the brunt of the fall when they arrived here.


    Wherever here was.


    Getting up, Simon stumbled towards his two companions, each step causing sweat to break out over his body. His throat felt dry and he ached for water. A few moments told him neither had come to any harm. Isabella had smudges on her face, like those of smoke, which he wiped away. In the absence of any apparent danger, perhaps it would be better to let them sleep. But in this heat, he thought that even that might cause difficulties, so he tore the front of his cotton tunic and laid the cloth over them both.


    As he did so, Simon saw that next to them, on the other side, two pouches lay, attached to a belt. A single white feather drifted over one of them. A brief inspection found that each pouch contained water and he allowed a refreshing drink for Carthen and himself. The snow-ravens must have gifted them somehow. He didn’t dare drink too much, not knowing how long they would remain here. Afterwards, Simon took one water-belt and tied it around his waist, leaving the other for Johan. As his hand rested at the man’s side, he caught the sense of coolness, a river flowing, that he’d sensed before, and smiled. Even in sleep, Johan’s soul was strong.


    He and Carthen sat and waited. After all, they had nowhere else more pressing to go.


    The sand stretched as far as the eye could see. The only break in the landscape was the dark red glow some three or four field lengths behind where they were sitting which lined the horizon. Fire, Simon thought. It’s fire, but it doesn’t move. More strangeness on this journey, to accompany the strangeness that had gone before. Just what they needed. As he stared at it, something told him that in their flight from the snow-ravens’ land, they must have come through the long wall of fire, but he could not see how that could be possible, and he shook the thought away.


    


    Isabella


    When she awakes, the sun is high in the sky, and she has many questions in her heart. For a long moment, she stays with those questions. When she opens her eyes, Carthen and the scribe are kneeling next to her.


    “It’s all right,” Hartstongue says. “We’re safe. Or as safe as I can tell. At the very least, no one is chasing us.”


    Isabella doesn’t deign to answer him. Remembering the mind-cane, she wonders at the power he must have, and how he cannot know it. It has surprised even Gelahn. When she struggles to her feet, swaying in the sun, she almost falls so the scribe has to catch her. She shakes him away.


    While they wait for Johan to wake, Hartstongue offers her water, but Isabella refuses it. He frowns but is silent. She hopes that is the end of their conversation as she needs to think and plan. It is not.


    A story’s length before her brother wakes, Hartstongue speaks again.


    “Why do you dislike me, Isabella?” he asks. “Is it because of what I’ve done? Or for some other reason? And don’t try to tell me that it’s not true. I’ve felt your disapproval often enough.”


    She blinks. She did not think he would ever have the courage to ask that. Something in him has changed and she has not taken note of it. It is easier for her to focus on this mystery rather than the fact of where they are.


    “I don’t dislike you,” she lies, turning away. “This journey is simply so long. We must wait for…for Johan.”


    And then she says no more.


    


    Johan


    It is near evening when Johan wakes. His skin feels the dark heat of night. In the distance, along the line of the horizon, he can see great tongues of flame shooting upwards from a wall of fire, which glows more brightly against the night sky.


    Simon, he thinks, Simon has used the mind-cane and lived. Now, because of that, they are here, in the desert. He cannot understand what it will mean or how he can broach the subject with Simon, or even what, in Gathandria’s name, he might say, but he knows the enemy will fight harder. Because of this, his mind is fizzing with plans as he comes to consciousness again.


    “We must travel,” he says. “We cannot stay here.”


    In the half light, Simon’s head jerks upwards. He, too, has been sleeping.


    Johan takes the water-pouch and drinks from it, afterwards tying it around his waist. Then he rises to his feet, wraps his cloak around him and brushes back his hair. Slowly, in the dying light, he swings around on his heel, gazing in all directions before turning his face to his companions again. The action gives him time to think.


    “We are not ready for this,” Isabella speaks softly, but her voice pierces him. It is almost as if she is talking only to herself. “Is it because of what the scribe has done? Is it because of the mind-cane?”


    “I didn’t do anything,” Simon protests before Johan can answer. “I simply threw the cane back at the enemy. It seemed…natural, somehow. Don’t ask me how. I don’t know why it didn’t hurt me. And I’m sorry if what I did has brought us to this place, where you don’t want to be, but what else was I supposed to do? Besides, I don’t see any danger so far. The fire we can see comes no closer.”


    Johan turns his gaze to Simon. From what the scribe says, he understands he will get no answers from the man. Besides, there is time neither for further questions nor for meditation.


    “Not yet,” he says. “There is no danger yet.”


    Then he begins to walk away, in the direction of the first small outcrop of rocks, only a shimmer in the encroaching dusk. Simon runs after him, leaving Isabella and Carthen to follow.


    “Johan.”


    He stops. Instead of speaking aloud, Simon institutes a mind-link. The ease with which he does it makes Johan’s heart beat faster. Truly, the scribe has more power than he is aware of.


    I am sorry that your sister despises me. I think she has done so all through this journey. I do not wish to be her enemy, Johan. Or yours.


    She does not despise you. She is hurt, that is all. You must forgive her.


    Hurt? By what?


    But he has no time to answer or explain about Petran. Not that he wishes to; such explanations are beyond him. In any case, Isabella is at hand with Carthen next to her.


    “Come,” Johan says out loud. “We must get away from here as quickly as we can. We can only travel in the darkness. We will be invisible then. And we must keep our heads covered, whatever comes; they say the heat here beats down by day and by night, and we must believe it.”


    He waits while Simon helps Carthen with his small tunic, secures his shoes and tears off cloth from his cloak for both their heads. Isabella does the same from the hems of her skirt. Then, together, the four of them stumble into the dark.


    


    Simon


    They walked all night. Simon’s tongue felt as if it grew large and unwieldy in his mouth, and his throat constricted to an impossible dryness. Occasionally he fingered the leather water-pouch tied around his waist, but knew he could not allow himself to drink. If anyone should have it, then it should be the youngest of them. But not yet—when it was gone, they had no more. For anyone. With every step, the heat pushed down. It was as if the sky above was falling upon them, suffocating them, and they would never be free of it. Every so often, Carthen’s small fingers grasped his, but the sweat slicked off them and they could not hold the embrace for long.


    Now and again, he caught a flash of something moving—something bright—at the edge of his vision, but when he turned, blinking the sweat away, he could see nothing. The only sound was their harsh breathing and the shush-shush of footsteps on sand. When, however, the movement and brightness came for the fifth time, Simon spoke. The words tasted bitter in his mouth.


    “Do you see that?”


    “What?” Isabella panted her reply in the moment or two when Johan remained silent.


    “A flash. Something…bright. I keep seeing something, but when I look, it’s never there.”


    “Don’t look at anything, Simon.” This time Johan spoke. “Simply keep your eyes straight ahead and follow me.”


    “Yes, I know—haven’t I been doing that all this time? But what are they? You know, don’t you?”


    “Nothing,” he said. “There’s nothing there. It’s a vision, that’s all.”


    But Simon knew he was lying.


    They continued to walk. Through darkness, into darkness. In spite of the heat, Simon shivered, and thought of Ralph. The first sight of the Lammas Master after leaving his home, and he’d fallen once more. Even now, the thud of wanting him lay heavy on Simon’s heart. He tried to tell himself Ralph had used him, turned against him, and tried to kill him. It was the truth, and no sane man would open his arms to such a one. Nor should he. But, the mind may tell the heart many things, and the heart is free to ignore them. So still he wondered, indeed fretted, about what the ravens might have done to him. Simon didn’t want Ralph to die. He couldn’t bear the thought of it. Because somehow, at the very centre of his being, he and Ralph Tregannon were connected.


    It was supposed to be impossible of course. He, the rich land-owner, and Simon, a simple traveller. He, the one who’d hired Simon, and Simon, the one who in the end had bowed his head and agreed to his terms. All of them. He had wanted so much to please him from the beginning of it all. And Ralph had seen that, and made full and terrifying use of it.


    Next to the scribe, Carthen tugged at his hand and at once Simon could sense his weariness.


    “Wait,” he called out to the others. After a moment or so, he heard the sound of his companions retracing their steps in the dark.


    Without speaking again, he knelt down and felt Carthen’s breath on his cheek. At his side, he touched the bulky shape of a rock, and the sand drove its grit through his breeches into flesh. When he touched the boy, his body shook as if about to fall and he cursed his own wash of reminiscence that had stopped him from sensing Carthen’s need.


    Simon untied the water-pouch from his belt, not caring what the others might think.


    “Drink, my friend,” he whispered as he held the water to his lips, feeling his smile. “You need to regain your strength. Soon there will be rest, I promise you.”


    By the gods, he hoped that would be true. Afterwards, he secured the container once again, lifted Carthen into his arms and stood up, staggering under his weight.


    “I can take him,” Johan said.


    “No.” Simon shook his head, though it must have been impossible for Johan to see the gesture. “No, I’ll carry him. I want to do it.”


    “You won’t be able to. Not for long at least. This is not the Kingdom of the Air where you can gain strength from the breeze. This is a kingdom of fire.”


    Simon cursed under his breath. “Then, by the gods and stars, help me, if you have the mind for it.”


    A moment’s pause and then he sensed Johan’s presence next to him. A light touch at his shoulder and then a faint spark of golden red leapt from the other man into his skin. Simon felt fire travel through his blood, knew himself to stand a little straighter on the earth. “What is that?”


    “It is some part of my body’s strength into yours,” said Johan, as if what he was saying made any sense at all. “It will not last long and I will not be able to do that for you again on this journey, at least not until there is time to meditate, but it may be enough. For a while.”


    Simon swallowed.


    “Thank you,” he said.


    They journeyed onward. Carthen’s mind seemed easier now. Soon he slept, and Simon allowed himself to drift back to the memories that had netted him.


    Ralph’s body. The way he touched Simon’s throat before they made love. The shiver he felt each time their thoughts linked together, and how Simon had helped his mind-skills to grow. So much so, that the last few times they’d been together, it had been he who’d reached out to Simon’s thoughts first to join them. Never in Simon’s life, either before or since Ralph—though there’d been little enough time for that of course—had he known the power of such a connection. From the stories of those few other mind-dwellers he’d met and known for what they were on his travels, he’d heard tell of the peace which could come from one mind linking to another. But until Ralph, it had been a story only. When Simon had come to know him, the joy of it had poured into his mind and flesh like a winter river rushing from the hills and sweeping away all in its wake. All sense, all thought, all reason.


    Looking back now, he could see that for Ralph the experience might have been very different. Perhaps he had never felt that at all.


    Carthen stirred in his arms and Simon wondered if he’d sighed or caught his breath loud enough to wake him. But after several moments, he knew that the boy still slept. They continued to walk on, the sand’s heat burning through the leather of his shoes into the soles of his feet. In the day, the sun had been powerful enough to warm the ground almost to the point when it could not be borne, and now the humidity of the night did nothing to lessen the scalding sensation.


    Closing his eyes for a heartbeat, Simon thought that he would have to leave Ralph one day. Not merely in the physical world, as that had already occurred since his betrayal. No matter how much he continued to want him. But he would have to leave Ralph one day in the mind; where it mattered.


    Shaking his head, he realised with a jolt that he’d almost fallen. He’d been walking while half-asleep in the heat, the surroundings lost to him in the reality of his imaginings. He would have to keep alert and use the gift of strength he’d been given for as long as he could; Johan and Isabella were setting a fast pace. Didn’t they always?


    Did Ralph still possess some echo of the mind-links they’d forged together?


    The thought of this made him stumble once more, but he kept to his feet. Carthen shuddered softly, but didn’t wake. The beat of his heart was a regular thud-thud echoing throughout Simon’s head.


    The steadiness of it didn’t stop the sudden falling-together of a puzzle. Ralph must still sense him, in some way or other. In which case, was this how he and the mind-executioner found it so easy to track the four of them? Was it? Was Simon the lure for the fox, or the bait that caught the deer? Who was playing the cleverest of the games here? Johan? Or Ralph?


    You think too deeply, my friend. I cannot answer for those who follow, but I am not so cruel as to use you that way, as others have done.


    The sudden entry of Johan’s silent words into a space Simon had counted as private made the breath catch in his throat. Once again, Johan was a cool river flowing through the heat. How much had he heard? And how long had he been here with Simon and he was not aware of it?


    The last few moments only, I swear. Forgive me, but your deliberations were so strong that I could not help catching them.


    And Isabella?


    No. She thinks other thoughts.


    Simon wanted to ask what those might be, but did not have the courage. And so, they walked on.


    


    Isabella


    The night has no seasons. Even though she can see no moon, the layers of darkness around them ebb and flow like a tidal river. Sometimes, the air is thick, impenetrable, so that Isabella almost hesitates to reach out in case her sense of her own hand is lost. This is not the only thing that is lost. Or about to be. She begins to grow weary of Gelahn’s lack of action. For all his strength and promises, he has not done as he told her he would. The age of peace is not upon them, and Petran is not by her side again.


    They are on a journey that should not have come this far. It is up to Isabella to stop it. She will force her Master’s hand. Because of what she has seen, she dares not challenge Hartstongue directly, but there are ways she knows to weaken him. Surely then Gelahn will see what she has done. He will forgive her and then he will strike.


    Now, she is so close to the scribe that she can feel the pulse of his thoughts behind her in the darkness. His mind is far from her and so Isabella begins what she must do. The fool feels nothing; he is merely wondering if the difference in the air’s density comes from changes in the landscape they journey through. In the morning, he hopes to gain some sense of where they are. He hopes also that there will be shelter from the blasting heat of the sun.


    He does not know there will be no shelter for him at all. Concentrate, she must focus on the task at hand. She completes each step as if it is an action achieved outside her own will. What she does is wrong, but she has no choice. Not if Gelahn and she are to succeed. Now Carthen’s weight drives its presence through the scribe’s body and legs. He checks the boy’s head covering and murmurs to him, but senses nothing. The thought that he is sleeping even gives Hartstongue comfort in the dark. Isabella smiles.


    Yes. It is done.


    It is only when the first streaks of dawn begin to appear in front of them that the scribe realises he can no longer sense Carthen’s spirit.


    


    Simon


    “No.” Simon’s voice was no stronger than a reed by the stream, but his companions turned at once as if he’d shouted across the sand.


    “What is it?”


    Already he was stumbling to the ground, untwisting his cloak from around his waist, laying Carthen down on it as if he were precious parchment. Touching his face, his hands, his hair.


    “I-I don’t know,” he stammered as Johan fell to his knees next to Simon, Isabella only moments behind him. “I don’t know, I-I can’t feel him.”


    The rising sun was a sudden fire on their heads, the horizon of flame still visible in the distance.


    Without speaking, Johan eased Carthen up into his arms while Simon’s fingers danced around them both. Isabella’s figure cast a shadow from the sun, but she did not move. His heart was pounding, and he could hear the echo of it within his head.


    Johan put his ear to Carthen’s mouth and frowned. Then he sat up and put both his hands on the boy’s forehead, closing his eyes as he did so. As Simon watched, tiny sparks leapt from Johan’s fingers and disappeared through Carthen’s skin. He must have made some move, some protest as Isabella gripped his shoulder and held him back.


    At once, he sensed shadows and storm, but a moment later she let him go and the sensation vanished. Johan released the boy, laying him again on the sand.


    “What can you sense?” Simon leaned towards Johan, gripping the edges of his tunic and almost spitting words in his face. “What can you see?”


    


    Johan


    Johan hesitates. The boy is dead and this time there is no spark left to bring him back, if such an act had been possible a second time. The destruction is total. The look on Simon’s face tells him that the man already understands this, but cannot bear to accept it. For this reason alone, Johan does not put up any kind of defence against Simon’s onslaught and, when he speaks, his voice is kind.


    “I’m sorry, Simon. There’s nothing we can do. Either of us. I’m sorry, but Carthen is dead.”


    The scribe frowns and grips Johan’s tunic harder. He can barely draw breath.


    “What do you mean? Don’t be foolish. He’s still alive, he must be…it’s simply that I can’t sense him. The sun, the night’s heat, I can’t…”


    “Please. There’s nothing Johan or I can do.” Isabella’s voice is shaking and her eyes gleam with tears. “He must have slipped away during the night, while we walked. The journey here is so hard, you must see that.”


    Johan doesn’t understand this. The journey should not have killed the boy. There have been other forces at work here and, once more, he has failed to protect the vulnerable. Already, Simon is losing control, his thoughts jagged and wild.


    “Why didn’t I know?” he whispers, letting Johan go at last. “He slipped away while I was holding him. Why didn’t I know it? I could have done something, I… No, surely you can do something. You can, I know it. The two of you. You have the power. Even if I do not. Why don’t you bring him back like we did before?”


    The scribe grabs Johan’s arm and shakes it. He makes no answer, but puts his hand over Simon’s.


    “I can’t,” he whispers. “I’m so sorry.”


    “Why not?”


    


    Isabella


    This is working as she has hoped. The scribe is distraught at the loss of his friend and a murder is a small price to pay. One life that will save so many. Such a little thing to take. She must establish the death in Hartstongue’s mind more fully.


    “Because Carthen has been brought back once,” she tells him, plucking his fingers from her brother’s arm. “Even we cannot do this a second time. If we did, the shock would only kill him again. Please, we’re sorry.”


    Hartstongue stares at her and she sees the truth take hold of his heart. Break it. Carthen is dead. His friend has died in his arms. And he has not known it.


    The scribe shakes off Isabella’s touch, stands up and walks a few paces away from them all. His movements are jerky, sharp. The sun continues to beat down. He takes off the covering from his head, ignoring Johan’s intake of breath, and lets the sharp rays sink into his hair and skin. She knows then that he wishes to die and the thought of this makes her hide a smile. It is better than she has hoped for. Gelahn will find Hartstongue to be easy prey now.


    Returning, the scribe hunkers down and takes the dead boy into his arms. Then he begins at last to weep.


    


    Simon


    He did not know how long he wept, but when he touched Carthen again, his skin was already cool. Even in the fierce heat around them.


    “Little one,” he whispered. “You’re safe now. I won’t leave you.”


    Without looking to see what his companions were doing, Simon lay down next to the dead boy.


    “I won’t leave you,” he said again.


    When he woke, the sun was high in the sky. The rocks gave scant protection and he shifted slightly to shield the body of his friend. He’d slept no more than two or three hours.


    A movement beside him. Shoes on sand. When he tried to open his eyes, it was impossible; his eyelids were too hot and sticky. The sun was melting him to nothing where he lay.


    “Not so.” The words were spoken aloud. Johan’s words. Answering a thought Simon had not fully expressed. “You will not die here. You will live.”


    “Is that your promise?” Simon whispered, mouth sucking in sand. “Is it the same one you gave to Carthen?”


    An intake of breath. Then a wave of sorrow and compassion swept over him.


    “I gave no such promise,” Johan said, his voice shaking. “But I would that I had, if it will make you strong. For every moment we delay here brings danger which is too strong for Isabella and me to confront. At least on our own. You must drink or your thirst will kill you. I would not have thought I would say this, Simon, but I think we need you. Now. The gods alone know how or why, but we do.”


    As he spoke, something cool was pushed against Simon’s side and he groaned, trying to move away from the shock of it without disturbing Carthen.


    “Drink,” Johan said again, and then he was gone. But his words remained.


    Johan and Isabella needed him. And not just because of whatever they had planned in Gathandria. It was something to do with the way Simon had been able to touch the mind-cane, but his thoughts couldn’t grasp the sense of it. Power without understanding was meaningless. And Simon had no understanding. What was happening to him was beyond all his experiences. Next to that, death seemed almost welcome. The coward’s way; his way. Still, his body a traitor to the will, his hand reached out, stroking the coolness of what Johan had left. Searching inside, his fingers grew wet and he placed them in his mouth, sucking at what they had discovered.


    Water. A bitter taste, but water even so.


    He finished the water, raising the pouch to his lips and licking out the droplets remaining at the top.


    All he could see was a dazzle of white from the sun and the sand. And two dark shapes. Waiting, waiting, waiting. Behind them, the thin line of fire.


    Without sleeping, Simon dreamt. A waking vision that began with the mind-cane. His fingers longed to clasp it again, though this time his mind feared its enmity and turned away at the last.


    Then his thoughts were filled with figures dressed in white and crimson, whose outlines flickered and spat as if they themselves were made of fire. He sensed no threat from them. Even though he couldn’t see their faces, shrouded as they were by what seemed to be tongues of flame. When, in the waking-dream, Simon tried to get up, his limbs were weighted to the sand. The sensation lasted for what felt like hours, although the sun in the sky never moved. And when he looked for Johan and Isabella, he could not see them.


    The fire people floated above the sands and left no footprints. They came from the horizon of fire and formed a semicircle around where he and Carthen lay. When Simon came to his senses, they were no longer there; if they had ever been there at all. Shifting as he was between being awake and asleep, he could no longer tell the difference.


    


    Isabella


    Why doesn’t Gelahn come? Hartstongue is at his most vulnerable. Her Master could take his entire mind now and destroy him completely. Why doesn’t he come? And why can’t she feel him in her thoughts? Surely, he will be pleased at the death she has caused. It can only do good for him. Bring about the world to come. She does not like to be so alone, and she longs for Gelahn to be here. Without him, Isabella has no peace and no hope. But already it is night. Or nearly so, the sun is disappearing behind the fire. For all this time, Hartstongue has been in a trance, staring at things neither she nor her brother can see.


    Now though, he stirs and groans. At the sound, Johan sits up and Isabella senses his indecision. Help the scribe, or is it wisest to let him be until he is fully conscious again? But Hartstongue is already strong enough to send his words directly to us both.


    You gave me water. Where did you find it? There was more of it than was in the pouches. Have you drunk also?


    A pause, and she senses that Johan is allowing her to answer. As she does so, Isabella understands that what she has done to the boy has been in vain. Gelahn has deserted her. So the words she gives are the truth. This time, her potions have contained no evil; she had no strength left for such magic. We took the water from the rock. I mixed it with devil’s claw and white willow. To fight the effects of the sun. On us all.


    We shared it between us. There is none left now, her brother adds.


    Thank you.


    The scribe searches their minds. She keeps her silence and does not look at him, but she knows that Johan’s thoughts rake Hartstongue through as if searching for something he hardly hopes to find.


    Hartstongue’s voice, when it comes, is harsh and heavy. Dull from thirst and the sand’s power.


    “Now there are three of us,” he says. “We travel light. And this time, I lead the way.”


    


    Johan


    They leave Carthen behind. Johan is glad to relinquish the role of leader. He has proved a poor one. He cannot claim that the scribe will be worse than he has been. As they set out, heading eastwards, he knows that the meagre shelter that Simon scratched out for his friend in sand and rock will be as nothing when held in the balance with the desert sun, the crows and the sand-rats. Soon the boy will be no more than bleached bones and dust. The desert will claim its own.


    Simon doesn’t look back.


    They walk in silence until the sun rises again. In spite of the heat, Simon’s mind is brimming with questions and finally he has to stop.


    “I don’t know…” he says, stumbles and is forced to start again. “I don’t know where we’re going or how far we must walk to come to the end of the sands, so I doubt if I have it within me after all to lead us to our destination.”


    Then he sits down. Just where he is, in the middle of the desert and in the full light of morning. Despite it all, Johan finds himself moved by the man’s honesty. It is a type of courage he himself has not shown.


    


    Isabella


    She is finally alone. Whatever Gelahn does now, it is obvious that he does so without her and she is no longer part of his plan. When did she cease to be so? It does not matter; she blinks away tears. Petran, his memory, the shape of him, fills her mind. Whether she sees her love again or not, Isabella will continue to battle to bring him back in the only way she knows how. Let Gelahn destroy her or reinstate her—it makes no difference.


    So she sits next to the scribe. He flinches but says nothing. She must make him acknowledge his defeat. But how?


    “What do you want to do?” she asks him.


    “You say that as if I have knowledge of this place,” he half-laughs. “You know I do not.”


    She understands then that his answer may give her the path to bring him to death also. Perhaps her master has not entirely abandoned her after all. Indeed Isabella can almost hear the echo of his words in her. Be strong and do not doubt. Turning away, she smiles.


    “I think you have more knowledge than do we,” she lies. “You have surrendered to the desire for death, but travelled through it.”


    “How does that give me a greater knowledge than you?”


    “The legends tell us that, in the place of fire, to embrace death is to defeat it and to throw oneself openly onto the burning flame is the way to bring life.”


    Hartstongue frowns. She can almost see the workings of his mind as he ponders her deceit, and she blesses the Gathandrian tales that can be twisted to mean whatever one wants them to.


    “I have not heard of such legends,” he says. “Are they from your people?”


    He is right, after a fashion, but she does not want him to read her further. “Indeed. No more questions. Do not ask me any. You must decide now what we must do, and in which direction you wish us to travel. The right of choice has become yours and you must use it well.”


    The scribe shades his eyes. “A right of choice? If you think I have more power than I actually have, then believe me, you and your brother must think again.”


    Isabella does not answer him. In fact, she thinks he has no power at all or, at the very least, no wisdom to use it. But let him make what he will of her lack of response. His vanity may yet mean her success.


    


    Simon


    With a sigh, he rose to his feet. He turned and began to walk once more, in the direction they had been travelling. He didn’t look to see if the other two would follow him. He knew they would, and that no further words would be spoken between them.


    After about an hour, with the sun directly overhead, they came to another outcrop of rocks. By now, Simon’s tongue was swollen and his mouth as dry as mountain air. They would all need water somehow if they were to last the journey. Perhaps he should have waited out the heat of the day and travelled at night as they’d done the first time? That would have been the more sensible option, he knew it. But then Carthen had died, and something told him he’d been right to make this choice. When he glanced back to his companions, for a moment or two he thought the wall of fire seemed nearer. No matter. For the sake of Carthen, he would carry it through. Or be damned in the attempt.


    “Isabella?” Simon’s voice cracked on her name and his tongue was slow.


    “Yes?”


    “Can you find water from this rock too? We will die if we can’t drink.”


    She shrugged and wiped her eyes, sweat and dirt smearing her forehead. “That magic cannot be done again.”


    “Perhaps not alone. But what if we both try? Or all three of us? There must be something we can do together.”


    It took him a while to speak those words. His tongue found the shapes of them slowly and then had to work hard to find the next. When he finished, he sat down suddenly on the sand, legs no longer able to hold him. He wished he could piss, but had nothing inside to release. Not anymore.


    A moment later, Johan lowered himself slowly next to Simon, like an old man when the day was done. He smelled of stale sweat and leather.


    “If we travel on now,” he said, each word articulated as if it dwelled alone, “we may reach some kind of safety before we are too ill to continue. If we try to take water here, if we fail, our strength will be less and we will have no hope.”


    A thought came to the scribe. Is it to do with the horizon of fire?


    “Yes,” Johan said. “And, Simon, do not waste yourself in thought-work. Your energy reserve will be greater if you speak your thoughts aloud, no matter how painful.”


    “Why? The fire, I mean?”


    “Haven’t you thought it’s coming closer to us now?”


    Yes, he had, but only recently. As ever, Johan’s mind was sharper than his.


    “If the sun doesn’t kill us,” Johan continued, “then the fire behind us will. When we travelled at night, the fire-gnats you saw were tracking us. That is what our legends tell us.”


    “What else do your legends say? Don’t you think it would be wise to share that knowledge now?”


    Johan closed his eyes and his face grew still, as if he were searching deep inside himself for the answer. When he spoke again, however, it was to return to their current plight.


    “So. Water, or the journey? Which is it to be, Simon?”


    The scribe gazed again at the fire line. It didn’t appear to be a present danger.


    “Water,” he replied. “Then our journey will be faster.”


    


    Isabella


    She places herself on the other side of her brother and the three of them hold hands. Now is the time, she thinks. She can still magic a potion for Hartstongue that will take him to the edge of destruction, without affecting Johan or her. Gelahn has taught her that much. The ancient gifts. They will make everything as it should be. As the circle is completed, a small jolt of power quivers in the air for a moment or two. The scribe looks up but Isabella has already taken its wisdom within her alone and he sees nothing. Only the sun and sand, the heat and distant flame remain.


    A slow humming grows. Background noise only but it differs from the internal sound of their thoughts. Sensing Hartstongue’s curiosity and the damage it could do, Isabella takes his hand and places it on her left one, where she is already holding Johan’s. Then she draws all three of them forward until they are touching the nearest rock.


    Flame explodes through the scribe’s fingers. When he cries out and attempts to tear himself away, Isabella’s grip is stronger. Sweat breaks out on Johan’s forehead and she sees the twitch in his temple is grooved more deeply. His lips are stretched tightly together as if keeping a lock on his pain. She is sorry for that, but there is nothing she can do.


    Another wave of pain rips its way inside the scribe, and she smiles. The rock itself is changing with the power she is channelling through them. Around the imprint of their joined hands, the grey stone grows black and molten rock begins to drip down over their fingers. As the slow drip quickens to become a gushing, Isabella tears their hands away at last. Staggering upwards, heart beating wildly and tears streaming unchecked, Hartstongue can only manage a few steps before falling to his knees.


    “What have you done?”


    Even before the question is out of his lips, he knows his flesh to be his own again. He stares at his fingers as the crimson fire fades. “How did you…?”


    This time, he doesn’t finish the question. Johan is sitting cross-legged on the sand, his expression as calm and still as if he has spent an hour in meditation. And Isabella is kneeling by the rock, collecting the steady stream of water that flows from it into a leather pouch. The scribe is afraid of revealing his fear and confusion in the face of their practical acceptance but his emotions are still as strong as if he had written them on the sand. The man will never be what he could become. He has so little control. Gelahn and she are already surely the victors; this is why her master had no need to comfort her. He saw what she did not.


    So she nods at Hartstongue. “Come, I can fill your water pouch too, if you like. Quickly, as the flow will not last long.”


    Wordless, the scribe unleashes the pouch from his belt and hands it to her. Behind her brother’s back, Isabella fills it with sparkling water and a mind-incantation before returning it to Hartstongue.


    “Thank you,” the fool says. “It might have been nice if you’d warned me, but thank you.”


    They drink and fill their containers again.


    Then, as Johan secures the leather top to his, the stream gurgles once before slowing to a drip and ceasing altogether. No matter. Her task is complete. It is now only a matter of time.


    For a while, they rest, and Isabella stares out at the level sand, the line of fire. Thinking, and not thinking, about what she has done and what she will do for Petran.


    At last, the scribe gets to his feet.


    “Come,” he says. “As you have told me so often, the journey is still out there to take.”


    


    Johan


    The travellers walk for the rest of that day. The water and nearing fire horizon give them the strength to do so. Nobody says anything, and Johan is glad of that, as he—like Simon—has no answers. The increasing noise of the burning and the almost overpowering heat follow them.


    Finally, the scribe stops as the sun is setting the sky alight with streaks of pink and orange and crimson, and stares at the scene behind them.


    “I hoped the fire only travelled by day,” he says, “but it shows no sign of stopping now.”


    “And it’s moving faster each hour,” Johan adds and is rewarded by a raised eyebrow from Simon.


    “Will it catch us before…?”


    “Yes,” Isabella replies. “I think so.”


    Simon glances at her, as if he’s sensed a shadow that is gone as soon as he looks at it. For a moment Johan can read the man’s entire mind: Who has hurt her, and how does that relate to what is happening here? Before he can wonder if Isabella has caught this too, the scribe has already made a decision.


    “Then we must keep moving,” he says, swinging back to the trail before there can be any argument. Johan almost smiles to see how much he is enjoying the role of leader. He suspects this ease will not last long. Not with the scribe’s previous history.


    This time, Simon sets a faster pace, occasionally glancing behind to check their progress. The fire is now only a few streets’ length away from them and the roar is ever rising. All around, the fire insects dart and glow. They never cease their wild dance.


    After an hour, perhaps more, the noise of the fire becomes unbearable. None of them dare glance behind; if they should, Johan knows that the crackling flames will be all but touching their backs. Like Simon, he has no idea what happens now.


    The scribe sighs, a sound that swiftly turns to a groan. Johan glances at him, sees the twist on his face. He moves to offer support but to his surprise it is not needed.


    Instead, Simon grabs Johan and Isabella by their shoulders, his eyes glowing red in the light of the flame. He spits one word at them: “Run.”


    At the same time, he pushes them away from the fire and along the path they’d been travelling on. “Run. Now. I’ll follow you.”


    Johan hesitates, but Isabella pulls him after her. While he is still turning, he sees Simon stretch wide his arms before the great fire so very close now and pour his anger out. Johan cries a warning, but it’s too late.


    


    Simon


    He did not know from where the courage had come, but he felt every word as it came out of his mouth.


    “Do you think I’m frightened of whatever it is you are or what you can do to me? I don’t care if you kill me, or how horribly you do it, or however long it might last, but you’re not going to take me silently. Do you hear me? I’ll die here, I see it, but know this: you can kill my body but you can’t consume who I am.”


    Then, closing his eyes, he ran towards the great fire’s mouth and felt its unbearable heat drive all thought away.


    The sensation of flying. Being enclosed in a fire so strong that his body melted and became the flame it tried to fight. The lack of border between where flesh ended and heat began. An agony beyond pain, and so beyond the telling of it. He inhaled fire, which exploded before consuming the rest of him. He flew upwards. Eyes shut. Eyes not there at all. Sight vanquished. The knowledge that he was no longer a being, but something akin to the energy around him.


    Then darkness. A flash of black and silver in the fire. And a strange peace.


    The noise that had consumed Simon’s hearing faded. He felt as if he were floating high above the earth. The heat was no longer a devastating threat, but a comfort that kept him safe. His muscles relaxed and he smiled at the thought that he still had a body at all. Barely able to believe it, he reached up, touched his face and felt—somehow—the coolness of skin. He had no notion as to how long this sensation lasted. He only knew that some time afterwards—it could have been hours or days—he began to float downwards again.


    Little by little, his speed increased and soon he was falling, tumbling. He tried to cry out but could make no sound. The next moment, he landed on something soft, and groaned as he scrabbled around to work out what it was.


    Sand. Heat. The smell of old burning.


    He was alive. An astonishing fact. What had happened when the fire consumed him? Where had it taken him and, more importantly, where had it spat him out again? Simon opened his eyes. All was darkness, but the darkness of night in the desert. Not the darkness of being blinded by flame. His body too seemed intact, skin unscathed.


    Struggling to his feet and managing, somehow, to stay upright, Simon blinked and stared at his surroundings. When his eyes adjusted to the gloom at last, he saw only desert and night sky. The stars were unknown. No Horseman, no River, no Fox. It was impossible to tell whether this was the same place where he had plunged into the fire or not. In any case, the wall of fire was no longer a threat. He saw only a faint red glow on the horizon but nothing close enough to terrify.


    But where were Johan and Isabella?


    He was still deciding whether to plunge on into the darkness, and if so in which direction, or wait until dawn when at least he might see the way more clearly, when from the left he heard a low groan.


    “Johan? Isabella? Is that you?”


    Limping towards the source of the sound, Simon realised that what he had imagined to be a flat stretch of desert in front was nothing of the kind. Three steps onward, and he tumbled downwards through sand, landing quickly at the bottom of what appeared in the gloom to be a small valley.


    He came at last upon the remains of the desert people, the people of the flame.


    Johan and Isabella lay in the darkness on the sand. Around them Simon could see shapes he didn’t recognise. Square and squat. Buildings, but of what type and why they might be here, so far from anything but bleakness and the threat of death, he couldn’t tell. Neither did he have the strength to find out. Instead, he dropped down next to his two companions, oblivious to whatever enemies might still be waiting for them in the night. Let them wait. In the silence, Isabella muttered something he didn’t quite hear, and a hand grasped his arm.


    Then he slept.


    When he opened his eyes, the sun was about one-third through its morning ascent. It felt surprisingly cool.


    “Hello?” he called out as he sat up. “Where are you?”


    “Simon. You’re awake. And, gods be praised, alive.”


    


    Johan


    He cannot believe it. The man is here, unharmed. Alive. The last picture in his head of Simon is the moment he plunged into the flames, still screaming. There was a flash of silver, and then the fire had vanished, taking the scribe with it. He had thought the man was dead and the mission was over.


    It is not.


    Now, Simon blinks at his surroundings. Johan and his sister step out of the small stone building, the shadow of which has been protecting them all from the sun. He drops the flagon he has been holding and hunkers down next to the scribe, gripping his shoulder and smiling.


    “Where are we?” Simon asks.


    In truth, Johan isn’t sure. He has never been in this place before, and is uncertain how any of them have arrived here. But he understands that his fellow traveller is handing him back the mantle of leadership, and he must take it and wear it again.


    “A settlement of some kind,” he replies after a moment. “Perhaps for the desert people we hear about in our legends. But, I don’t fully know and there’s nobody here to ask.”


    Then, unable to stop himself, Johan embraces him. The smell of leather and sweat and herbs fills his senses.


    “I thought you were dead,” he whispers. “I feared it, Simon.”


    “But I’m not dead,” the other man says. “I’m not dead and the fire has gone. Or at least it’s not a threat anymore.”


    “Yes. You’re right. I am glad for both those truths.”


    And for the first time, Johan finds that he rejoices not just in the recovery of their mission, but the return of the scribe himself. Of all the things he has looked to discover on this journey, friendship has not been one of them. Not until now.


    Behind him, Isabella speaks. It’s odd that he cannot hear the echo of her words in his head. It is as if she is not beside him at all.


    “I’m glad you’re here. At last,” she says.


    For the next hour-cycle or so, the three of them explore their new surroundings. The village is a mere scattering of stone houses, which fill the valley of sand. The layout is circular and, in the centre of it all, stands a deep stone well surrounded by flagons and scraps of what look like leather but feel softer to the touch. At Johan’s request, Isabella drops a stone into its murky depths and a moment or two later they hear the sound of a distant splash. Together, the three of them search through the houses, trying to find both something they can use to get to the water and also something to capture any animals, or even insects, for food. The need is becoming urgent.


    They find nothing. Only smooth rocks that might have been used once as tables, wide shelves made of compacted sand, and several items of clothing, all in the same leathery material they’d found by the well. The only unusual discovery is the tall, yellowed sculpture in the last house they search. Something in the shape of a man hunting and made with what seems, like the shelves, to be a mixture of sand and water. The coolness of the interior must have kept it intact, though of course they have no way of telling how long the village has been empty.


    “Whoever they are, these people had knowledge of the arts,” Simon says, running his finger down the figure. “It’s beautiful. But what happened to them? Where are they now?”


    Johan sighs. “I don’t know. If the legends that we are told are right, then they are all dead. Burnt to ashes by the sun, which grew angry with them for daring to dwell in the land of fire. But, who is to say what is truth, and what is merely guesswork by our storytellers?”


    Simon stops searching and stares at him. “I have not heard you sound so unsure in this entire journey. Do you think what we are doing will succeed at all? Can we really save Gathandria, the Lammas Lands, and all the other countries? If we survive for long enough to even reach your world.”


    Johan swallows, a harsh sound with no moisture in it. Then he nods, hoping his words sound more confident than they do in his mind.


    “I hope so, Simon, but I don’t know for sure. Not now. What I do know is this. Whatever the outcome, we have to try.”


    


    Isabella


    Still she wonders at how Hartstongue lives. All her work is as nothing. As he entered the flames, to what Isabella was certain would be his death, she saw only the shadow of the mind-cane where Gelahn should have been. It is this that must have saved him and given him the strength she hoped to destroy. It is over. At least for her. In this life, Isabella will not see her love again. Petran will not return to her; it is she who must go to him.


    And perhaps it will be soon. The loss of her master’s voice is surely complete. All she senses around her is his anger and the need for revenge. She wonders that her companions do not feel it also. While she waits for her reckoning, Isabella does what her brother wishes. She finds them the water they need. Her brother and the scribe are quick to respond to her cry.


    “What is it? What have you found?”


    They are next to her in a moment. She gestures at the bucket she has discovered, still with its handle in place to hold the rope.


    Johan smiles at her, and Isabella’s eyes fill with tears. She turns away but he does not read her.


    “Sometimes things turn out better than we’d hoped,” he says. “Thank you, Isabella. Now, we can drink.”


    Driven by the lack of a rope, they tear the remains of their cloaks into strips and tie them into one long cord. There will now be no protection from the sun’s intensity on their onward journey, but, for Isabella, this means little.


    After the men have drunk their fill, and she has pretended to, they wash their hands and faces as best they can. Her brother finds a place behind the rocks to relieve himself, and the scribe and she are alone.


    “Isabella?” he says. His voice sounds constrained.


    “Yes?”


    “I… Now that we’re alone… I’ve been meaning to ask you. If there’s anything I need to do to make being in my presence less difficult for you, then please tell me. And I’ll try my best to do it.”


    Finally, he looks at her, but there is nothing Isabella can say. The desire for a kind of honesty sweeps through her—something to match Hartstongue’s own which surely, she admits it, must have been hard-won—but it is too late for that. Perhaps it is too late for them all. Instead, she reaches for the bucket and places it at the edge of the well.


    As the silence thickens, Johan appears once more and begins to walk towards them. Then, and unaccountably, Isabella finds herself speaking.


    “There are things you don’t know,” she says and her tone is harsh, “which you will be blessed if you never experience. Believe me, scribe, there is nothing you can do that will change what must come.”


    Heart pounding, Isabella gets up and walks away before she can say any more. Still, she feels Hartstongue’s mind probing for hers and, from instinct, she erects the wall between them, over which he cannot cross. There is so little time left now.


    


    Johan


    He knows at once that something has happened between his sister and Simon, and that it has not resolved anything, as he hoped it might. The air is heavy with tension. And heat. Soon they take shelter in the cool of the nearest dwelling, carrying the water with them. Simon looks at no one, but simply stares at the ground.


    It is, however, he who breaks the silence.


    “Now we have water, what do we do for food in this place? What did these people eat when they were here and where can we best hunt for it?”


    Johan frowns.


    “The legends tell us of small animals which once dwelled in herds on the fire plains. Something like a leopard, but not as fierce. Berries too, although we have found no plants yet. And rock grubs. And of course there are the desert-wolves. But they are almost impossible to catch for those who are not native to this place.”


    “I have seen no wolves,” Simon replies. “And besides…”


    “Yes,” Johan interrupts. “I know, they are sacred to your people, and you are forbidden to eat of them. But when one is hungry, Simon, then one eats what is available, no matter how much a part of your star legends it is.”


    The scribe flinches but makes no argument. “All right. In that case, let’s wait till nightfall and see what creatures might show themselves to us. Grubs and such will come out in the cool. And will be easy to catch. Agreed?”


    “Agreed,” Johan says.


    “Good,” Simon leans forwards. “That will give us two hour-cycles, perhaps less, from my calculations. I think that it’s time for us to talk about what is happening here. Why do I encounter—even touch—the mind-cane and live, when each time I expect to die? Why does the enemy not destroy us, when I know he has the power for it? And what is it that you are keeping from me about the reason for our journey, and why indeed you chose me at all? Not only that, but I can also sense the shadow in your mind, Johan, which you try to hide. And the pain that Isabella carries. Are these things one and the same, or are they different?”


    The pause that follows this challenge is long and filled with emotions Johan cannot name. He had thought it was too soon to tell Simon the truth; he had thought such matters would best be discussed once they reached Gathandria, but perhaps after all it is wisest to do so now.


    Without warning, Simon curses and springs to his feet, beginning to head for the door. Johan can feel the man’s frustration sweeping over his senses but, at the threshold, Isabella’s voice stops him.


    


    Isabella


    She is marked for death; she knows it. But perhaps Hartstongue will still be taken with her. Her brother is primed to tell the scribe his true origins, little knowing the man is ill-equipped to bear it. The fool has made a god of his past; losing it will tear him apart.


    “Wait,” Isabella says, struggling for the words to keep him here, in the place of danger. “We understand your impatience with us, scribe. Please, trust that we do. But if we tell you about the shadows we hide, will you open your mind to believe us?”


    Hartstongue pauses at the door, and she senses the darkness come swooshing in. Gelahn is here and nobody knows it but her. It feels as if she could stretch out her hand and seize all the answers she has ever needed and they will at last satisfy her. Her master always makes Isabella feel like that. But will he let her live in spite of her failure or is she destined still to die?


    “I don’t know,” the scribe says as if nothing at all has happened between her question and his response. His voice breaks in the middle of his words though Isabella sees how hard he struggles against it. “I don’t know. When I touch your minds—either of you—I can sense your secrets but I do not understand them. Part of me wants—needs—to know, but part of me is afraid. I do not know which part of me will win after I have heard you, but I can only tell you that I will listen. Or try to. That is all I can promise.”


    It is enough. Come sit with us and we will speak.


    Johan’s mind-voice layers the air. Isabella knows then he will choose to tell the smaller tale first and she cannot bear to hear it. She knows also that she must have time to beg for her brother’s life.


    


    Johan


    “No. I cannot listen to what you must say.” Isabella’s words make Johan jump though he has expected them. As she moves swiftly to the doorway, Simon half-turns towards her, but she has already gone.


    “Leave her, Simon. There’s nothing you can do.” His hand on the scribe’s arm holds him back from following. He knows it will do no good; some things are best borne privately. “If she doesn’t come back, I will go to her later. You see, amongst those of us who have died recently in Gathandria, there was one…who was close to her. To us both, of course, but closer to my sister. When he died, there was nothing anyone could do but watch.”


    The scribe swallows. “What was his name?”


    “Petran. He was a good man. If he had lived, he was meant for Isabella.”


    “I’m sorry,” Simon whispers. “I hadn’t realised…”


    “No reason that you would. I…”


    Johan breaks off, unable to speak the truth any further. He can feel the wetness on his face. It is the first time he has shown—has allowed himself to show—grief in front of his charge. Slowly, so slowly that neither man can truly sense the movement, Simon reaches out and brushes his tears away. Then, still gazing at him, the scribe interlaces their fingers together and brings up his hand to his lips for a moment. As he does so, Johan catches the memory of Ralph and the river of unfinished emotions that still holds Simon’s heart as an island. At once, he lets Johan’s hand go.


    Before he can try to find words to fill the emptiness in both their minds, a flurry of heat sweeps into the room as Isabella returns. Johan springs to his feet and hugs her to him.


    “Forgive me, brother,” she says, her voice muffled by his shoulder. “Forgive me. I should not have left like that.”


    “Hush, no matter.” He releases her and pushes back a strand of hair from her cheek. “I should not have been so open with our companion. Not without asking your permission. It is I who am sorry.”


    “I, too,” Simon says. “I am sorry for your loss, Isabella.”


    But with a shake of her head, she turns from him.


    “There is no time,” she says. “The other tale must be spoken quickly. The heat outside is gathering—already it is stronger than the day would warrant. We must tell Simon now why he is here. From what I saw outside, the time for any gentleness with him is past. We must tell him now, and then we must go.”


    Johan’s mouth twists as he searches for the best words to explain, but he has reckoned without the physical contact he has just shared with Simon. And its mind-connection aftermath.


    “My mother,” Simon whispers, his face as pale as winter. “My mother was of your people, wasn’t she? Not of my own. My journey with you is half of a journey home, to a land where part of me also might belong.”


    As he speaks, the air outside glows and crackles more fiercely. Johan glances at the open doorway, but stands his ground. The story should protect them for a while.


    “Yes,” he replies. “Your mother was one of the first travellers from our lands. On her third journey to your people, she met your father, fell in love and made her choice to stay. Such a choice was dangerous, but she would not be swayed from it. After that, we were forced by necessity to have little contact with her. But we believe that the enemy discovered her existence nonetheless, and yours, and found a way to use that weakness in our defences to try to destroy us.”


    “But I don’t understand,” the scribe says. “If I am causing the destruction of your world, how can taking me back there help?”


    “We don’t know for sure, Simon. We only know that the signs the elders interpret tell us that this is so. Our family has kept more closely than others around us to the way of the land. And the power of two or three in a family is stronger than the power of one. When you are back in Gathandria, we believe that only then might the battle be won.”


    “Wait,” Simon holds up his hand, and Johan falls silent. “What do you mean? You speak of family but…”


    Johan hesitates. The scribe hangs upon his answer. Their gazes lock together.


    “Your mother is a cousin of ours,” he whispers. “A distant one, but still a cousin. You are part of our family, Simon.”


    


    Simon


    Before he could respond to this, the world around and within exploded. Fire burst through the door and tracked a crimson passage around the three of them. Johan cried out and, the next moment, his body landed on Simon’s, pushing them sideways and rolling them underneath the widest of the sand-shelves. It collapsed at once from the force of the blast, forming a shield of sorts between them, and the heat and terror. Even so, it was barely more than the length of their bodies. Would it be enough? The last glimpse Simon had of the dwelling’s interior was of the yellow statue bursting into flame. He could no longer see Isabella.


    “No,” Johan groaned, his voice close to Simon’s ear. “No. This is too soon. The fire-death cannot have found us so quickly.”


    The scribe didn’t understand, didn’t even want to try. Whatever was out there felt different from the flames he’d encountered before. It felt menacing. Alive. Every fibre of his body was straining to escape, and he struggled against his companion. “Get off me. We need to run.”


    “Where’s Isabella?”


    Without waiting for an answer Simon didn’t have, Johan began to scrabble at the sand with his fingertips, punching indentations into their temporary refuge. The roaring of the fire heightened and sang.


    “No,” Simon yelled at him. “You’ll kill us. For the love of the gods, Johan. Stop.”


    “But my sister, my sister. I have to help her, I have to…”


    Simon hit him, the back of his hand cracking against Johan’s jaw as he glanced around. It sent a fierce arrow of pain shooting through his arm and a gash of blood bubbling to his companion’s mouth.


    “Listen,” Simon said, gripping him by the shoulders and praying to all the gods and stars that Johan was still too shocked to overpower his mind with madness. “Listen.”


    He could feel the quick rise and fall of Johan’s chest. In their ears the roar of the strange storm of fire, and on their flesh the almost overbearing heat.


    No other sound.


    “If we go in there,” Simon said, “we’ll die and if then, by some miracle, your sister still lives, we will be no use to her. We must escape. Later, when it’s safe, we can come back. It’s the coward’s way, but the only one. I promise you.”


    “Yes,” he said. “Yes. All right.”


    “How then?” The barrier of sand behind began to melt and a flicker of bright crimson appeared in the gap. “If you know a way we can do this together soon, now is a very good time to share it.”


    “I don’t know, I…”


    Then Johan’s voice could be heard only in the mind. The river between us. Our acknowledged cousinhood. It–it might work. Take my hand, Simon. Don’t let go.


    Grabbing his hand, Simon clung to him. For a moment, nothing but flame, terror, death. Then, as if from nowhere, a hint of blue rising. The river he’d sensed the first time they’d met.


    Trust me.


    Yes, he replied. This time, thank the gods, it seemed easier.


    Still clinging to each other, the two men crawled together through sand and fire, darkness and heat. Through the collapsing wall behind them, and out of the building. Away from the terrible noise and stench of death. Between them, the river flowed, rising. With his free hand, Simon tried to protect his face and find a way through to safety. But as he gasped for air and found none, next to him Johan began to choke. At the same time, the house they’d been trapped inside fell away, even the stones ravaged by the fire-death, and he could see through the crimson fury the stark beauty of evening sky.


    


    Isabella


    It is done. She has failed him and, for this, Gelahn kills her. And yet he does not. Heat and despair and pain. Petran, oh Petran, I have not found you here.


    Why does she still feel? Where is the nothingness to come?


    No release. No release.


    No release.


    


    Johan


    It’s enough, Johan says. It might be enough. Run, Simon. Now.


    He wrenches the scribe forward and, together, they run. His breath burns his throat and the roar of the fire behind threatens destruction. Once Johan stumbles, almost falls, but Simon drags him upright, keeps him steady. Isabella, my sister, my friend, why did it have to be you? He no longer knows anything but her, and the need to keep moving, keep running, sand blistering his feet and heat punching sweat from his skin. And, always, the thin membrane of coolness covering his companion and himself.


    At last, Johan stops and pulls Simon downwards so they both land with a gasp on the desert floor. They roll sideways until brought to a halt by an outcrop of stone.


    “Are—we—safe?” the scribe pants.


    “Yes. I think so. There’s no fire. Look, Simon. We’re safe; listen and look.”


    He pushes the hair out of his companion’s eyes and elbows himself away so the other man can see. Simon blinks as the protective link between them fades and vanishes. The desert is empty and silent. Only the heat of the night remains and only the fire-gnats around them dance. And, in the distance, the long wall of fire they have grown accustomed to. It stays far enough away to be no threat. For now.


    Turning to Johan, Simon touches his shoulder.


    “Isabella?” he asks.


    Johan closes his eyes and shakes his head. There is something not quite right about what has happened, but he cannot grasp it. He can still sense Isabella, but she seems so very distant. As if he will never see her again.


    “I don’t know,” he whispers at last. “I don’t know. I don’t believe my sister is dead but… At least, she is dead but not dead. I think she is lost to me.”


    “What do you mean? If she’s alive, if there’s a chance, then we go back, we can…”


    “No.” Johan pushes him roughly away and sits up. “We can’t go back. Not now. She won’t be where we left her. Not any more. I can sense it. And if we try to go back, we will be killed for certain. The fire-death won’t let us escape for a second time. Once it destroyed the people who lived here by right; what then will it do to us?”


    After he has finished, the pause lengthens into silence.


    At last, the scribe speaks. “This attack—it surprised you? Is the enemy’s power so much greater now?”


    “Perhaps,” he says, with a catch in his voice, glad of the chance to change the subject. “But it shouldn’t be. Not after the relationship story I revealed to you… I don’t… I’m sorry, Simon, I can’t give you an answer.”


    “It’s all right,” Simon says quickly. “You don’t have to say any more. We should sleep. If you think we are safe enough for that?”


    “I don’t know. I hope so. The river we formed will give us protection for a while. We need our strength, but we will have to take turns to keep watch. In the morning we must face the final part of our journey. As…as we are.”


    Johan stands first watch and listens as the scribe lies down and stretches out his limbs to sleep.


    Just before sleep takes him, Simon whispers into the night, “I am sorry about your sister, Johan. I am sorry about Isabella. But for what little comfort it can give you, you have me. Please, let me be part of your family.”


    


    Simon


    The sun’s power woke him. With the watches he’d kept, it was too early. Even in the partial shade of the rock he’d stumbled against in the night, there was no refuge from its heat. When he glanced to his left, Johan was sitting up, his face dark with a fresh growth of stubble. He looked unkempt, half-wild, and Simon thought how he must look the same now. Johan was gazing out over the way they’d come, screwing up his eyes against the light.


    He was thinking of Isabella.


    Whatever strangeness Johan had been speaking the night before, Simon hoped that her death had been quick and clean.


    “Johan?”


    At the sound of Simon’s voice, he jumped. He must have been so involved in his own thoughts that he had been unable to sense the scribe’s consciousness at all. The moment he’d spoken however, Simon realised he had nothing to say. Nothing that would help. Johan looked at him as if he was a stranger and he could not understand why he should be there. Simon had never seen his expression so raw, so naked. For a moment, he understood how much Johan had taken on in this mission, how much he’d risked for the chance of his people’s survival. And in that knowledge, he wondered what the loss of Isabella might mean.


    At last Johan blinked and Simon felt the slow returning of his soul to his body.


    “I’m sorry,” he said, frowning. “Simon?”


    “Yes. It’s Simon. I’m here. We’re safe. How long have I been asleep this time?”


    “An hour-cycle, no more.” He wiped his eyes and sighed. When he spoke again, however, he sounded more like himself. “Today we must cross to the place of the waters. If we do not go now, then we will die here in the land of fire. The gods will not spare us for long.”


    “But what about Isabella…?”


    “No.” He silenced any objections with a wave of his hand, but his voice cracked. “As you have left Carthen here, so must I leave my sister. We must complete our journey, no matter what, if both of us, and our peoples, are to survive.”


    “But if she is your sister, and you say we are cousins, however distant, then she is my relative too, Johan. Should I not have a say in the matter also?”


    He closed his eyes. “Yes. Yes of course you should. I am sorry I did not ask you.”


    “Nor did you think to tell me this before. I… I, who have had no family for so long.”


    Several moments went by, during which the heat began to sear its way through Simon’s hair. He shook himself. “Forgive me. Now is not the time for this argument. Even I can see that.”


    Johan’s fingers squeezed his shoulder. “I’m sorry too. You’re right. I should have told you the truth before.”


    “Agreed,” he grimaced. “We’re both in the wrong. So what do we do now?”


    When Johan glanced at Simon, his expression was serious. And the answer was not what he had expected.


    “Tell me the next of your stories,” he said.


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Ninth Gathandrian Interlude


    


    


    Annyeke


    “Isabella is dead,” the elder moaned, his hands over his face. “The boy I could understand, though I grieved it. But, Isabella? She is dead.”


    Annyeke, like the other elders, was silent. The mind-circle had already faded away. There was nothing more they could see. She felt one slow tear ease its way down her face, but she didn’t bother wiping it away. Within her, she understood the knowledge of grief and also a deep unmentionable relief; it had not been Johan. How she wished he were here so she could comfort him. Even though there was nothing she could say.


    Suddenly, it seemed that too much was happening at once. As if everything was racing to a finish when neither she nor any in Gathandria were prepared for what might be to come. The war, the journey, her inclusion in the elders’ councils, her encounter with the mind-circle and its protection of her thoughts, the death of Carthen, and, now, Isabella. She brushed her hand across her face and took a deep breath. More than anything, she wanted to get back home. She needed to read through the books she’d taken from the elders’ prison. And soon. Here the very air weighed her down and she needed to breathe cleanly again.


    When at last the elder opened his eyes, he gazed around as if he hadn’t expected them still to be there. Annyeke wondered what he saw; this morning, they were meeting within his special place of safety. The other side of the park. Bare walls and rush matting under their feet. A table, on which the remains of a meagre breakfast lay. A scene so familiar to him, but utterly new to her. It added fuel to her desire to go.


    “Have we failed?” the elder whispered. “Are we all quite simply for the dark?”


    The question was rhetorical. It had to be, but Annyeke couldn’t help staring at its speaker. Instead of him, however, she saw the city she loved. The wide streets, the green comfort of their parks, the clear skies, the tall glitter of the buildings. Most of all, the people: the hum of their minds, the rhythm of their speech, the colour and vibrancy of their clothes. Not any more though. All that was vanishing since the battles began. Since Gelahn escaped the elders’ prison.


    Without realising that was what she intended, Annyeke found she had pushed back her stool and risen to her feet. Five pairs of eyes stared up at her.


    “Forgive me,” she bowed but not for long. “I have to go. Talus…”


    She trailed off. Talus wouldn’t be at home; he would be at classes today. Besides that she had work to do—two meditation meetings to arrange and a series of workshops to try to hold. For those who still dared attend them. But she wanted to read the manuscripts.


    The First Elder looked at her. She wondered what it was he saw when her thoughts remained protected. Whatever it was, it gave him no cause for concern. On the other hand, he looked as if he might sink to the ground at any moment. Before she’d seen Gelahn’s prison, Annyeke would have hurried to help him, even tried to find words to ease his anxieties; now, things were different. She did nothing and wondered at the change.


    “Yes, go by all means,” he said, gripping the table and seeming to gain strength from it. “We will summon you when the next stage of the journey is reached. There is nothing we can do now.”


    As Annyeke made her way home, she hoped that wouldn’t be true. Or at least, not for long.


    In her sleeping area, she unlocked the table drawer and took out the papers she and Talus had stolen. No, she thought to herself, she shouldn’t make things worse than they were; she’d borrowed them, not taken them permanently. If the elders came to visit, she had a list of her own accusations to make in return. And, by the stars, she’d be sure to make them. Putting the journal that she’d already skimmed through in the prison to one side with a shiver of distaste, she concentrated on what the other manuscripts might contain.


    The gold and mulberry-leaf decoration of the first book crackled under her fingers. From what she could see, it was simply a collection of legends and ancient truths from Gathandria and the connected countries. Nothing she didn’t know about already. Most of the other manuscripts proved to be the same and she was just about to discard them with a sigh and return to work when an unfamiliar phrase caught her eye.


    She turned back to it, the pages sliding together and making it difficult to find what she only thought she’d seen: the start of an unknown legend, one written more recently. At last she found it. It wasn’t a legend though; neither was it exactly an account as the journal entries had been. It was something between the two.


    As she read, turning the pages more and more quickly and following the truth from book to book, the day lengthened and all Annyeke’s other responsibilities and commitments faded away. The sounds around her dwelling—the sigh of the wind, the smells of the garden, the murmur of voices on the street, a neighbour’s laugh—became almost hidden from her. She read the tale twice.


    When she finished, her hands were clenched together and she was breathing hard and fast. It was almost midday. She couldn’t see how she could bear to wait before confronting the elders with what she now knew. But the ability to find out where they were and how to gather them together was not hers—had never been so—and she would have no option but to wait.


    But, oh, when she saw them, how much indeed would they have to answer for. To her and to Gathandria.


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter Fourteen: Simon’s Third Story


    


    


    Simon


    The two remaining travellers sat in the small shade of rock for the telling of Simon’s story. But, once more, what came out of his mouth took him to a place he had not dreamed of going. Because this time, the story he had to tell was not his own, but Carthen’s. Although Simon would see his charge no more in these lands, he had left the scribe something of himself. While Simon remained incapable of his own narrative, the things his young apprentice had experienced flowed through his mind, an impossible, unstoppable current.


    The boy paused at the threshold of his master’s room. Simon had asked him to fetch his best knife, but it wasn’t often he was allowed unaccompanied in his mentor’s study. In fact, when he thought back, he’d never been here on his own before at all. The straw matting under his feet scratched at his toes, and he took two or three steps forward to where the rugs started. Simon always kept the windows free of the shutters used by the other villagers; he preferred to see the moon when it was up, and in any case, in daylight, it was better to write by. At least, that was what he’d always told the boy.


    The thought of Simon’s profession brought to mind the urgency of the boy’s task and drove him forward, past the second rug and the simple wooden bed set in the darkest corner, and towards his master’s writing table. Today, it was bathed in the warm light of the afternoon sun, making the strips of parchment glitter, and shaping a golden aura around the goose feathers of the two workday quills.


    The boy tiptoed to the other side of the table and sat on the stool Simon had made for him in the autumn, when the cold snap drove the rest of the villagers indoors. The seat of it had not yet grooved to his weight, but it would in time, or so his mentor said. The boy smiled.


    Taking infinite care not to disturb any of the parchments—so expensive and so precious—he eased the middle drawer open and peered inside. At once, the smell of rosemary oil and woodworm made his eyes water, and he blinked. The drawer was empty, but he felt around with his fingers into the corners, just to make sure. He found nothing but parchment shavings and two dead beetles.


    Simon must have stored the knife where the Lammas Guards wouldn’t find it, if they chose to search. He would have to be quick.


    Standing up, he flitted past the meditation area—with its one candle, long unlit now—and the reading chair, and knelt down in front of the storage box. It fitted snugly under the bookshelf and it took him a long time to ease it free. The rust at the corners stained his hands brown. He found he was sweating as his fingers struggled with the weight of the lid. He had to find the knife soon. Simon would be waiting. He couldn’t let him down.


    Suddenly, a shadow fell across the threshold, and the boy jumped. Before he could run or think about where to hide, a voice spoke, its tone gentle, not accusing: “Have you found it yet, boy?”


    It was Simon.


    


    Johan


    Simon comes to himself with a gasp, his whole body shivering even in spite of the heat.


    “I can’t tell this, I can’t. It takes me to a place I can’t bear to dwell in. I hear his voice. Carthen’s mind-voice. It’s so strong. But he’s dead, he’s…I can’t do it, Johan. If I do, I will never be able to separate myself from him again.”


    “Hush there.” Johan puts his arms around the other man’s shoulders, his mind struggling to understand how Simon has been able to make that step in story-telling so soon. “It’s all right. Simon, you’re safe.”


    The scribe nods, but is silent. Only when his breath is steady again, and he has stopped shaking, does Johan speak further.


    “Tell your story to me,” he says. “I would like to hear it. But you don’t have to tell it in this way. Becoming the person you speak of while you speak of them is something my—our—people can do, but you need more skills than you have now to be comfortable with it. Tell it in your own way. However it is done, the telling of it will help keep us safe.”


    “How?” Simon asks him. “You’ve said that before and I haven’t really understood it.”


    A brief smile crosses Johan’s lips. “Words have power. You of all men should know that. They keep at bay things that are and things that are not. By speaking them, we weaken the enemy’s advantage, increasing our own chances of survival.”


    “But why my stories? How can they help?”


    Johan pauses. How much should he tell Simon of what the Gathandrian elders hope for? The war they must fight, if they reach his homeland at all, will be a long one. There is much that his companion will have to learn. And it will be longer still now that Isabella is… He takes a deep breath, shakes the thought away. Best to be simple; he does not have the strength for all the truth.


    “Your stories, Simon,” he says, “take you more fully into yourself. They cleanse you, give you a chance to access the man you should be. From that basis, and given the power that family members can access when tales are shared, enemies can be defeated and victories won. At least, that is our hope. But the process takes time.”


    “Time we do not have?”


    He nods and the scribe swallows.


    


    Simon


    Without speaking further, he drew away from Johan and allowed his mind to drift back to the scene he’d been describing. But not too close—the power of his link with the boy had shaken him. So when he took up the story again, it was not the same day he’d been trapped in, but a different time. A different occasion, although still in the home he had been granted. And only a week before the blacksmith had come for him.


    Simon settled down at the table, remembered so well by Carthen, in order to transcribe papers given to him by Ralph. For the records. Another man accused of rebellion, another man doomed to die. The Overlord had his own scribes of course, but he trusted only Simon with this task, a fact that did not endear him to his fellow scribes. But, for fear of what they thought Simon might do to them, they said nothing. Gods forgive them all. Concentrating his whole mind on the work alone and leaving aside the reasons for it, he thought at first the sound he heard was that of the wolves on their evening hunt, and discounted it. Sometimes, as the depths of the cold cycle approached, the wolves would lose enough of their natural fear to scavenge close to the village. On those nights, the people kept their children in.


    It was only when the door crashed open and the boy fell inside, his small figure framed by sudden light and noise, that Simon understood a storm had begun. Rare, for the Horseman season. An ill omen, if he believed in such things. In the meantime, he had the boy to care for.


    “Come there,” Simon soothed as he lifted the boy to his feet again. “It’s all right. You’re safe here.”


    When the task of struggling to shut the door against the tunnel of wind and rain was done, the scribe turned to smile at him, but he shook his head and backed away, eyes wide. Sensing the boy’s growing terror, Simon knew he would need more from him than mere words.


    Beckoning him to the reading chair, Simon waited until he’d settled himself in its depths and knelt at his side, hand resting on the boy’s trembling arm. His eyes fluttered back and forth, to the door and to his master. The scribe waited until his thoughts had calmed his apprentice and he was at least facing him for more than a moment or two.


    “Listen,” Simon said, “listen and remember.”


    The formality of the words, with their flavour of traditional story-telling and rich living, startled the boy. Simon had used this trick deliberately before, even though he did not come from a family accustomed to such things. It worked now.


    When the boy nodded, the scribe began.


    “In the Horseman season,” he said, his hand still resting on the child’s arm, “sometimes the Horseman rides alone and that is when the mountain storms are greatest. Rare, I know, and not something you will have seen before, but it happens. On those evenings—such as tonight—the Horseman takes his blackest, strongest horse, and saddles it with a golden saddle carved by the rays of the sun. On this stallion, he places a bridle of wild bells, and reins made of fire. Because both god and horse always wish to be free, they become angry and the stars tremble. All night long, the Horseman rides over the mountains and cries out his fury. His words become the fierce wind and the horse’s mane the streaks of flame in the night sky. He leaps the chasms of the valleys to ride the mountains’ path, and the sky road between them.


    “But listen to me, boy. No matter how loud and terrifying he and the stallion are, and no matter how bright their anger, they can never harm us. We live in the valley, and the Horseman cannot fall so far. His domain is the highest skies and ours the lowest earth. If once, by some strange miracle, he fell to us, then his voice would become nothing but a whisper, and his wild stallion only the young fawn you see in the woodlands in spring. There is nothing to fear; the Horseman has noise and fury, but no form to harm us. Come, sleep in my dwelling tonight. In the morning he will be gone, his rage ridden out, but we will still be here. Whole, unharmed, alive.”


    When Simon finished his story, he looked up at Johan. The memory of Carthen hovered around like a ghost or a blessing, and he almost expected to see him. No. No, of course. He would never see him again. Not until he, too, was safe in the arms of the stars, if he could believe the ancient mysteries any more. He wasn’t sure that he could.


    Then the memory of the friend lost on the journey overwhelmed Simon once again. As he wept, Johan did too, weeping for Isabella as the scribe wept for Carthen.


    It was only when Simon dried his eyes at last that he realised everything looked different. All along the skyline, a line of fierce blackness bloomed where the brightness of the daytime sky should have been. The sun indeed was in its customary place but its trappings were those of the night.


    “Is it him?” Simon asked. “Was the story not enough?”


    Johan’s gaze flickered into his.


    “Yes, it is the enemy,” he said. “We have not been able to stop him.”


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter Fifteen: The Trial of Water


    


    


    Johan


    Simon springs to his feet, his face pale, but Johan grabs him, pulls him closer as he struggles against his grip.


    “No”, he whispers into Simon’s ear. “He’ll outrun us. We must stay, let him come.”


    “You want us to die?”


    “We might not. There’s a chance…still…”


    “What chance?” the scribe asks, as the roar and stench of dark heat surge ever nearer. Another few seconds and it will engulf them both.


    “The river,” Johan replies. “The river between us will be stronger now. It might…”


    And then all his words are lost as the heart and flame of the enemy swallows them up.


    Heat. Pain and darkness. This fire is a thousand times more piercing than any Johan has ever imagined. It rips asunder not just limbs, bone, and blood, but the thoughts and desires of the soul.


    


    Simon


    The mental pain was worst—agony; despair; the overwhelming need to die. From somewhere though, the knowledge of Johan—his pain too—held Simon steady. For a moment, during which something inside his head splintered away, he could no longer lay hold of who he was at all. Neither could he tell whether the minuscule understanding of the blue river Johan had spoken of was a terrible contrast to the dark or an unexpected relief from it.


    Then the river rolled to full spate and carried him through the terror and noise of death—glimpses of crimson; a sense of Ralph, as quickly gone—to somewhere far, far beyond it.


    It seemed then that a long time passed, if time counted at all in the place where Johan and he found themselves. At last Simon became aware of a rushing sound. No, more of a constant murmuring that lapped a welcome coolness against his skin. His breath felt steady and, without opening his eyes, he knew he was no longer burning in the pit. The terror had gone.


    He was lying on something uncomfortable that dug into the skin of his back. Reaching sideways, he felt small stones, most worn smooth. And when he did open his eyes, he saw a vast tract of sky, with the sun a kinder companion than that of the desert but which still dazzled him. He pulled himself upright, stomach muscles groaning. At the same time, the presence of Johan came rushing in.


    “You’re awake then,” Johan said. “Good.”


    Simon was about to reply when something else took his attention away from the conversation. For, behind his companion, instead of desert or mountain, wood or field, he saw nothing but a great expanse of water. The like of which he had never seen before. Not simply a river bordered by banks, but a thousand rivers rolling together without any gentleness of land to break the horizon’s power. A great, grey-blue mouth of water gaping at the sky, echoing in part the sky’s colour, with its lips and tongue lapping greedily only yards from where he sat.


    And, in his mouth, the taste of something…salty. But the measure more intense.


    Stumbling to his feet, Simon reached out to regain balance and met Johan’s steady hand. Nonetheless, he staggered backwards still and it took a few more paces before he came to a stop.


    “What, in the gods’ names, is that?”


    “It’s the sea, Simon,”


    “The sea?” he repeated. “It’s… it’s big.”


    “And beautiful.”


    “Yes, but…” he continued to stare. “I have heard tell of the sea, of course. I have even seen it in my visions, but I didn’t ever think—could never imagine—that…that…”


    “That it would be like this?”


    Simon nodded and Johan smiled, releasing his hand but remaining close.


    “Forgive me,” he said. “I had forgotten that you would not have seen the ocean before. I should have warned you.”


    This time, the scribe shook his head. Slowly. “Believe me, no matter what you could have said, or shared in my mind, you could not have prepared me for this. By the stars, how far does it stretch?”


    “As far as Gathandria,” he said.


    “We’re almost there then?” As he spoke, Simon’s blood quickened and something inside him began to sing.


    Johan smiled. “Almost. Though there is still much to do between where we are now and our homeland. Both outwardly, and within the heart. Come, we cannot stay here. We must make preparations for our journey.”


    Simon followed in silence along the narrow strip of pebbles, with the voice of the salt-waters murmuring always to his right, and black cliffs, stained here and there with moss, rearing skywards at his left. Above their heads, grey birds shrieked a wild harmony as they swung on the wind. Every now and then, one of them would plunge into the sea and rise again, carrying a multi-coloured fish in its bill. Once he saw a small, brown creature, with a hard body and strange talons, scuttling to shelter as he all but stumbled across it.


    “Careful,” Johan warned. “Some of the shore spiders are poisonous.”


    Simon laughed. “That would be humiliating.”


    “What would?”


    “Surviving all this,” he gestured in an arc with his hand to describe this, “being within scent of our country and whatever we must do there to defeat our enemies, then being killed by a spider. It would be a sad end to the tale, for sure.”


    When they’d walked for five field lengths, perhaps six, Johan stopped and turned left, picking his way towards the cliff edge. By now the light had begun to fade into evening, and Simon watched as he ran his hand along the sheer rock and moss.


    “What are you looking for?” he asked.


    The other man shook his head and pursed his lips, answering nothing. Then, suddenly, he stooped down, took two more steps and melted into the solidity of the cliff.


    


    Johan


    I’m here, it’s all right. Though Simon hasn’t spoken aloud, Johan can sense the rising panic in the air and sends his words straight into his companion’s mind.


    “Good. But where? Where are you?”


    Here. Johan steps out of the cliff onto the beach again. I’m sorry I startled you. I had to be sure everything was as it should be, that’s all.


    “And is it?” Simon’s eyebrow is raised. He looks as if he is unlikely to cope well with any more surprises. Still, he will have to.


    “Come, I’ll show you. It’ll be faster.”


    Johan takes him by the arm and draws him closer to the rock. There he crouches down. “Follow me.”


    He touches the moss and stone with his free hand which, instead of staying on the solid cliff-face, passes through it. Before his companion can object, Johan pulls him through the rock, which shimmers like a rainbow, and into the murky darkness. Stumbling, Simon falls to his knees.


    While he adjusts, Johan stares around the tunnel, its walls adorned here and there with sparkling stones. It is these which lighten the heaviness of the dark. Finally, he squeezes Simon’s shoulder and the scribe struggles to his feet. Once there, he raises both eyebrows and waits for an answer.


    “It’s an illusion,” Johan replies to the unspoken question. “Isa…we placed it here so that the cave would be less likely to be discovered by accident. It’s not foolproof of course, for those who are seeking it, but it’s enough to deceive the innocent eye.”


    “Why keep it a secret?”


    “Because here, Simon, lies our only means of travelling across the water. That is, if…if it will work for us without…” He shakes himself and sighs. “Come, see for yourself.”


    He turns and plunges into the deeper darkness, knowing that Simon follows closely behind. The walls around pulsate and several drops of water fall onto their necks. A few moments later, they reach a larger cave, lit by greater numbers of sparkling stones.


    “Where does the light come from?” Simon asks him.


    “From our thoughts.”


    “I see,” the scribe says, although of course he doesn’t see at all.


    “You don’t have to lie, Simon. It is impossible for you to understand now the way in which our thoughts can cause stones to provide light, but you will later. If we survive our journey. These particular stones are special. They are aligned to the presence of my people’s thoughts and feed from us even as we receive light from them. The benefit is mutual.”


    “Did you place them here too?”


    Johan nods. “Yes. They are only native to our country, not here where the oceans dwell. They make it easier for us to work with, and use…this.”


    When he finishes speaking, he presses his hand between two shining yellow rocks and pulls the wall of the cave towards him. As it moves, the friction of rock on rock makes a groaning sound. In the gap is revealed a deeper cavern containing a curved wooden structure that glitters in the gloom.


    Johan smiles. “Good. It is still here then. And not as derelict as I’d feared. At least, not at first sight. I will have to look closely though.”


    “What is it?”


    “A boat. Our means for travel and…”


    Without warning he stops speaking and sits down heavily near the little wooden boat, leaning against it. He passes his hand over his eyes. Simon joins him and Johan is cheered by the warmth of his shoulder. Because of the contact, it is easy to sense his thoughts. Simon has never seen a boat before. In the Lammas Lands, they have no need of such a craft; all their rivers are easily forded by a man on foot. It is a mystery to the scribe that anything so apparently heavy and oddly-shaped can float, and Johan understands how much and how powerfully Simon longs for parchment to write down his reactions, but he has none.


    Perhaps here and now it is time for the truth, as he understands it. So, at last, Johan begins to speak. Quietly at first, as if talking only to himself, but then gathering strength and purpose as he continues. Simon simply listens and, again, Johan is grateful. As he talks, feelings he has been quelling or ignoring for such a long time find their way into a different reality. One he struggles to accept.


    “I don’t think I can do this any more,” he says. “It’s been such a long journey. I know it has been so for you too, but there is so much I know which you cannot bear yet. It would not be fair to you. So much responsibility rests—now—on me alone. Before my sister and I travelled here, we tried to fight the war from Gathandria. Petran… Petran helped us, may the gods and stars be merciful to me for allowing it. The decision was mine by right. The three of us stood one night in the park when the mind-battle was fiercest and tried to defeat it with the power of our combined thoughts. I cannot fully bear to tell you all, but when I was at my most vulnerable, Petran saved my life. He stepped in front of a mind-sword sent by the enemy to kill me and took the wrath of it on himself. If…if he had not been there, then he would not have died that night. Because of this, because of my guilt, as well as because I thought it would be the city’s only means of survival, I was determined to leave Gathandria and seek our salvation in you. With Isabella, who has never blamed me for Petran’s death, not once. I swear it. May the gods help me, but I even saw this—at the beginning—as exciting and adventurous. A chance for glory perhaps, as well as a chance for redemption. Now, I’m not so sure that I am, after all, worthy of the task I have set myself, and I begin to think that the gods have been playing with us all. I had never imagined that another one of us would die, because of the decisions I have made—and neither do I understand why it is that I cannot acknowledge Isabella’s death within me. Except that it is some trick the enemy has performed in my heart that I cannot overcome. I had not realised that I had allowed him such an inroad to me and that too makes me doubt my own worthiness.”


    He pauses, but Simon still says nothing. After a moment, he continues.


    “And I never imagined that I would find myself beginning to count you as a friend quite as much as I do. At the beginning, I thought of you as a coward, a collaborator, and a murderer. Or a planner of murders. When, of course, at heart I am no better. What, I told myself, could I think to have in common with you, no matter what our family connection is? I started this journey wanting to use only the power I thought you might bring us, to try to save our people, perhaps even to save myself. But now I see so much else too that makes me glad we’ve met, come what may, no matter what you may think of me now. Your humour, your loyalty, your ability to love another without holding anything back, and a kind of courage, if I look carefully for it,” he half-laughs and runs one hand through his hair. “Simon, I can’t with any honesty say now that, in similar circumstances, I would not have done in the Lammas Lands as you have done. I have performed much the same acts, by default, already, so what in truth is the difference between us at all?”


    There is a long pause. He wonders what Simon is thinking but draws back from exploring the man’s mind. It is astonishing how the words and truths he has unburdened himself of at last have made his mind seem lighter. As if the denial of them throughout this long journey has been weighing heavy on his shoulders all along.


    At last Simon clears his throat and Johan feels himself wrapped in compassion.


    “Thank you,” Simon whispers and reaches for his hand, holds it tight. “But you did what you did to try to save your country, no matter what other motives may have been in play. Because, by the gods and stars, no man’s motive can ever be entirely pure. Not in the land in which we live. Not before the gods take us. Whereas it seems to me that I have done what I have done only to keep the love of a man I am in awe of. I am sorry for the loss of Petran and your sister, but such things happen in war. The fault is not as much yours as you would have it be, and there is more difference between us than you imagine. But come now, my friend, together we have work to do. As you have told me. And we must do it.”


    Johan nods the thanks he is currently unable to express, knowing that Simon is right.


    


    Simon


    They dragged the boat out of the cave and nearer to the sea. Simon thought this would be harder than it proved and Johan laughed at the question he must have sensed from him. It felt good to hear the sound, which helped ease the delicate balance in Johan and between the two men. Rooted it also.


    “No, it is our thoughts,” Johan said, “which help move the boat, as well as our physical strength. It is the way such a vessel is made.”


    By the time they reached the shoreline, the night had already fully commenced. Simon stared up at the skies, catching his breath and trying to make sense of the stars. But, of course, he saw no Horseman, no Fox, no Owl. He was, once more, far from home.


    In the moonlight, Johan ran one hand through his black hair. The only sounds were the rhythm of the sea and the occasional murmur of a breeze. No birds cried. And always the tang of salt on the tongue.


    “We should wait for daylight before setting out,” Johan said. “Embarking on any journey at night will be dangerous. The waters are full of the creatures of the deep.”


    “But if we stay here, the enemy will find us,” Simon said.


    “Yes.”


    “Then there’s no choice. We have to leave.”


    Together the two men brought out the stone-lights from the cave and set them around the boat. The colours resembled a small rainbow in the darkness.


    Afterwards, Johan showed Simon how to run his hands over each piece of the boat’s wood and align his thoughts to how the wood felt against the skin. But the first time he touched it, it felt as if he’d put his hand into fire. From underneath his fingers, sparks flew and Simon gasped, snatching his hand back.


    “No. Like this,” Johan said. “Breathe slowly. Think peace and the boat will respond to you. Trust it. Trust yourself. It won’t fight you. Watch. I’ll show you again.”


    Johan took several deep, steady breaths and rested his hand on the wood. This time for longer. At first, nothing happened but then the boat seemed to give a little at the pressure and a warm orange glow—like an autumn sunset—developed around his hand. With it came a faint sound of humming. At first Simon thought it was Johan but then he realised the harmony came not from the man, but from the boat.


    He smiled, his teeth flashing white in the dark. “I know it looks strange, but it doesn’t hurt. It will feel warm, but there’s no pain. Run your fingers along, slowly. Feel the wood on your flesh and in your mind, and the boat will heal itself.”


    It was true. Watching him, Simon could see the wood becoming brighter, larger even, so the whole boat expanded as if settling into its proper shape. Once the process had finished, there would be room enough for two men to travel. More indeed, if that had been possible. He swallowed down tears for them both. There was no time for that. The job would be completed sooner if Simon helped.


    So, stepping around to the other side, he knelt down and took one or two deep breaths. Then he began to copy Johan. Warmth began to tingle along his fingers and upwards over his arm. It gave an impression of sunlight, grasses, singing. In spite of the situation, he found himself smiling at the heady mixture of memory and dream drifting through his blood. The boat, too, was healing. As Johan had said. Splinters smoothed themselves, cracks vanished and the body of the boat became rounder, fuller, as it had for Johan. The magic caught hold and he was half-dazed, unsure whether he was imagining these things or not. More than anything he wanted to stay here, part of the boat, the shore, the air, the sea, joined more deeply than he had ever thought possible to the world around. He wished it would last forever. He knew it would not.


    When finally he reached the end of the boat, Simon saw that Johan had already finished and was waiting. For a moment, he allowed his fingers to rest on the final section of wood, feeling its life pulsate beneath the skin, hearing the singing beat through his heart, and then he let go.


    Johan was at his side in an instant, holding him steady.


    “The song the boat sang with you was beautiful,” he said. “I have never heard its like before.”


    “It felt good. You heard it?”


    “Yes. Just as you could hear my humming when I began the life-thoughting.”


    Life-thoughting. Simon pondered the phrase, grasping at the sense of it as he nodded to Johan that he was ready to stand alone. He had so much to learn.


    When he shook the dreaming out of his vision, he saw that the night was almost over. Along the sea’s horizon, the glimmers of dawn were just coming into view. Soon it would be morning. The time they—or perhaps more accurately he—had spent with the boat had been longer than he’d imagined. Perhaps however, in balance with the time lost, the dangers might be fewer.


    “We should go,” he said.


    


    Johan


    That will be more difficult than Simon realises.


    “There is still so much of Isabella here,” Johan sighs. “It will be hard to cast off without her.”


    Simon grips his arm. “I understand. Perhaps before we leave, you can bury something in memory of her, here in the sand?”


    He makes a sound, half-sigh, half-laughter. “My people do not set such store by death rituals as your father’s people do, Simon. It is not…”


    “Yes, I know. It is not your way. I have learned much from you. But here is something my father’s people can teach you in turn. Something about the loving and the letting go. It is a gift I, too, need to learn, but I believe it might help. If you think there’s time?”


    Johan casts his mind about but senses no immediate danger. What is the enemy waiting for? No matter. The scribe might be right. “There is wisdom in what you say. Yes, I will do it.”


    He rests both hands on the side of the boat. The wood beneath glows a deep orange at his touch. As Simon watches, he leans over and reaches inside, under one of the two benches in the middle. A moment later, he brings out a small cloth bag and opens it. The smell of wintergreen and rosemary fill the night air and he almost cries then.


    “The dreaming potion,” Simon says.


    “Yes. Though in my world, its effects are greater. And more lasting. There are crushed rosemary leaves here too.”


    “For remembrance?”


    “Yes.”


    Taking a handful of the grains in his fingers, he closes the bag and drops it gently back into its hiding place. Bending his head, he breathes in the scent, its purity a sharp contrast to the salt tang of the sea.


    “She loved mixing herbs, as our mother used to do,” he says. “My sister was always more skilled in the art than I. Even though I tried so hard, I never had either the delicacy of her touch or the harmony of her mind. Until…until Petran was killed, she would blend a potion or a tincture almost every day. We had so many of them stored in the house that sometimes it was hard to find room for more. My mother used to laugh, tease her about it. After Petran died, I hoped… I wanted so much for Isabella to find that skill again. I thought there would be time for healing, but I was wrong. Now, all the herbs we had stored and which we have used on our journey are almost gone and I would give my life for there to be no room for more again.”


    With that, Johan flings the herbs out into the sea. The wind takes them and spins them off into the deep. He cries out, his voice cracked and wild.


    “Take this, my sister, a love offering of the best you have made given with the best of my heart. Take this and let the sea and the sand remember you as I do.”


    In the silence after, he turns away and whispers to himself, although he cannot be sure that Simon does not hear him.


    “Wherever you are, Isabella, my sister, my quiet one. Wherever you are.”


    


    Simon


    It was only when Johan fell silent that he heard the noise. Something rising through the wind, sometimes hiding within it, sometimes not. Half wail, half keening. More in his mind than physically present, Simon thought he must have been aware of it for a while without realising it didn’t fit with his surroundings.


    He gripped Johan’s arm and felt the Gathandrian’s anxiety and pain flood through him. He looked up and Simon turned to follow the direction of his gaze. Above them, the cliff was still in the shadows of night and for long moments he couldn’t see anything untoward. Only the wild keening continued, rising again in intensity and making the hairs on his arms stand on end. Then something moved on the cliff-top and he could see, even at this distance, that the shadows were not shadows at all, but the figures of men. But men of no kind he had seen before—tall, with elongated limbs and strange long hair that shimmered bright against the rock.


    “They don’t look friendly,” he said, taking a step back, his throat dry. “Whoever they are.”


    Next to him, Johan gasped. “The people of the desert. The enemy has raised them and brought them here. Such a thing has never been done. How has he found such power? It has never… Come.”


    At once he turned and began to push the boat down the pebbles towards the sea. A moment later, Simon joined him. Still, he couldn’t imagine how they would survive on the water in so fragile a vessel. There was no end to the sea’s vastness. But it would surely be better than whatever lay behind.


    Now the boat seemed heavier than when they had been pushing it away from the cave. Sweat broke out on Simon’s forehead and began to drip down his face. His muscles locked, and pain shot through him. One glance at Johan showed he felt the same.


    Behind the two men came the noise of rocks falling. And still the wailing rose. When Simon looked back, he could see that the strange, tall figures were falling down the sheer cliff-face, tumbling from one jutting rock to another, their limbs twisted into impossible shapes, hands and feet flying in all directions. The sound he’d heard had not been stone at all, but the bodies of their pursuers. Why would they die like that? What was the point of it? The first man hit the land beneath, only half a field length from where they stood. Simon expected him to lie still. He expected him to be dead. But a moment later, his body moved, rose upward and took one step towards them. In the slow dawn light, he could only see bones and teeth, not skin.


    Gods and stars.


    Don’t look, Simon. Concentrate. Push the boat out!


    Fighting down bile, he redoubled his efforts to move the boat. It began to slide more smoothly down to the sea, but as the noise of the desert men became louder, he knew they would not reach the ocean before being overtaken.


    We have to do something else, Johan. We’re not going to get there in time.


    But what?


    In his voice, Simon heard the solid pulse of despair, a quality he had never sensed in Johan before. The shock of it released him into action.


    “If the boat responds to thought,” he said, too on edge to focus purely on mind communication, “will a mind-link do it?”


    “Only on the sea.”


    “Damn it,” he panted. “Then we’ll have to think again.”


    Letting go of the boat and abandoning the hopeless task of pushing it out onto the water, Simon swung around, heart hammering. The desert men were almost upon them, bones clattering on the pebbles and their strange keening an unbearable screech in his ears.


    Only one choice, and he cursed the need to take it. Stars above, he was not made for this.


    As Johan yelled a warning, Simon ran the short distance to the nearest figure, grasped his hair which tingled like heat on the flesh, and pulled him sideways, off balance. Skeletal hands clutched at his feet, but he jumped to one side, avoiding the dead man’s fingers.


    “Don’t let him touch you, Simon!”


    But already the next man had reached him, bony arms outstretched for his shoulders. Simon ducked and aimed a punch at his frame, just missing him as he side-stepped away.


    From behind, he heard Johan curse and the next moment a string of pebbles flew past and rebounded off the second man. He fell, bones crunching against the ground, and the volume of the keening lessened.


    Simon took a breath, thinking he might be safe for the moment, the third figure being still some distance from them. But a sharp pain and the sensation of burning at the ankle made him cry out. When he glanced down, he saw the first man’s bony hands had wrapped around his leg, which smouldered at the touch. Pulling backwards didn’t shake him off and instead the scribe fell, landing with a thud on the stones.


    “No.” Johan flung himself down beside Simon, scrabbling at the skeleton’s grip, his efforts useless against the creature’s unexpected strength.


    The others were nearly upon them.


    Fighting the pain and wondering if death by burning would be better than death by drowning, Simon struggled to a sitting position and launched himself at his captor, knocking Johan out of the way as he did so.


    His hands buried themselves in the skeleton’s hair. An impression of crackling fire, more pain, bones, teeth, the stench of decay. And then, without warning, the creature rose up, bringing him with it as they grappled each other. As Simon’s feet left the ground, he pulled at the hank of hair and, sparks roaring from the skull, tore it free.


    The desert man screamed.


    With the scream, he hurled Simon away, but something inside refused to let go, couldn’t have let go with his other hand still entwined in its fire-hair. Together, the two of them tumbled through air and landed on the side of the boat, bone and flesh cracking against wood.


    Simon’s world exploded once more.


    One moment he was surrounded by flame and the next moment it was gone. He found himself lying on his back on the pebbles, this time only a few yards from the boat. Around him a scattering of bone and bright hair. Both were moving.


    And the boat too was moving. Sliding fast towards the sea.


    “Come on,” Johan grabbed his arm, hauling him upright. “Quickly.”


    They began to run as, in their wake, the wailing grew louder, more desperate.


    “Don’t look back!” Johan yelled. “Get in the boat.”


    They reached it as it slid into the dark water, the waves parting before it as parchment is parted by the knife. Johan took a great leap, his fingers finding the curve of the wood, and the next moment he was over the top of it and tumbling down inside.


    Simon was not so fast. The shock of the salt sea on his burns made him stumble and he missed Johan’s outstretched hand as he leaned back from the boat.


    “Simon!”


    A splashing from behind told him the desert men were already entering the water. An eerie shriek filled his head and the stench of death overtook him.


    “Simon.”


    At the sound of Johan’s voice, he leapt once more towards the rapidly distancing boat. Now his fingers scrabbled on wood, met Johan’s hand, and clung on. At the same time, bony claws grasped the remains of Simon’s tunic, pulling him backwards.


    “Simon, I will not lose another in my care. Hold on!”


    “What—do—you—think—I’m doing?”


    From nowhere, the river of blue ran deep between the two men, giving Simon the strength he needed to cling to safety. His tunic ripped away, and his enemy fell, his screams cut off by the sea.


    Johan pulled him on board and he collapsed, sweating and shivering, into the depths of the boat. Glancing up, he could see the lines of tension in the Gathandrian’s frame as, for a reason Simon couldn’t understand, he strained towards the shore.


    “Isabella,” he cried out as one foot stepped upward as if he would launch himself out onto the water again.


    With the last of his physical strength, Simon grabbed Johan, bearing him away from the boat’s edge and danger, and downward to safety again. His head caught the bench end. He groaned once and fell silent. Looking out towards the cliff, Simon caught a glimpse of what might have been a woman standing high up, her fair hair blowing free in the wind, but he couldn’t be sure.


    As the boat forged a path through the waves, Johan stirred beneath him and groaned again. “Isabella?”


    “No, hush,” he whispered. “We’re safe now.”


    Then Simon’s burns overcame him and he lost consciousness.


    


    Johan


    Johan wakes a long time before Simon. The boat is sailing steadily through the sea. He gazes back toward the land of the desert. With all his mind, he wants to turn around, find out if the woman he thought he saw was Isabella—can she still live?—but he does not dare. The needs of Gathandria, the mission of the elders, his mission; they must try to complete it now they’ve been given this chance. Returning the way they have come would mean death and failure. And he has Simon to consider too. Again, it is not his life alone that he risks, and he must think of that also. So, until Simon wakes, all Johan does is stare out at sea and wait.


    When the sun is high in the sky, the scribe finally awakes with a groan. “Johan?”


    “Yes, I’m here.” He places himself where Simon can see him, be reassured—if indeed he has any reassurance to offer. “We’re here. On the boat. It’s the middle of the morning.”


    As he speaks, the scribe pushes himself upright, and his face turns pale. The boat sways with his motion. “No more desert men?”


    “No. They’re no longer a threat,” Johan replies, frowning. “They don’t…”


    But Simon isn’t listening. He barely makes it to the side before he is vomiting, shaking and soaked with sweat, into the sea. Johan rests his arm across his shoulders, and holds him as he retches again.


    When the bout has finished, Simon gags twice more and then groans.


    “Lie down, you’ll feel better if you do.” Johan half-carries the sick man to the bottom of the boat again where, still shivering slightly, he lies curled like a question mark between the two benches.


    “What is this?”


    “Hush. Don’t speak. It’s sea-malady. You’re not used to the movement of the water. Here, I have something that might help.”


    “Good,” Simon murmurs. “That would be nice.”


    Johan searches in the herb bag for what he wants, and then places two dried leaves in the palm of Simon’s hand. He senses the man’s surprise when he tastes them: ginger, but with a sharper tone.


    “That’s right,” he says. “It’s a type of ginger that grows in the parks and gardens of our city. It will ease your stomach and cleanse your mouth.”


    Simon nods but says no more. For a while, he continues to lie prostrate in the boat, his eyes closed. Johan listens to the screeches of birds, breathes in the salt smell of the water and welcomes the warmth of the sun on his face.


    “How is your head?” the scribe asks after a while. He sounds stronger now.


    “It hurts a little. But it will pass. Your sickness?”


    “The leaves you gave me are working, I think. Tell me, is it always like this on the sea? And, more importantly, why didn’t you warn me about it?”


    Johan laughs, but not unkindly. “It’s like that for some, yes. Others are better sailors by nature. But most grow used to the movement in time. Soon you will gain your sea-balance, believe me. Do you think you can sit up now?”


    “I really have no idea, but I’ll try.”


    He takes it carefully, allowing Johan to guide him to a sitting position on the bench at the front. He sits down next to Simon, tears off a strip of cloth from the supply under the bench and dips it in the sea. Then he opens the herb-bag and takes a handful of lavender grains, which he sprinkles onto the cloth.


    “Hold still,” he says. “This will sting, but it will heal your burns more quickly.”


    The first touch of the cloth to Simon’s hands makes him gasp, but a river of blue running from Johan’s fingers eases the shock of it and the lavender scent surges up around them.


    “Do you always use your minds to make the herbs more effective?” Simon asks. “As I do?”


    “Yes. It is a good skill, though different in intensity from yours,” Johan replies, glancing up at him from his work. “Later you can learn it more fully also. If you wish to.”


    Simon smiles, and Johan senses he is unsure of the answer. He has had much to take in; it is hardly surprising if he baulks at committing himself to any future plans now. Not only that, but he is beginning to turn pale again.


    “Look towards the horizon,” Johan says quickly. “Not at me. Or at the sea or the boat. It will help you steady yourself. Do that as often as you need to. The ginger leaves and the link between our thoughts will do the rest.”


    “That’s good to know. Thank you.”


    As Johan continues to salve his companion’s burns, the boat ploughs through the waters. Simon clears his throat, looks at him, looks away again.


    “When we got into the boat, Johan,” he whispers, “you said… You thought…”


    “Isabella. Yes, I know. I remember.” He drops the cloth he’s been holding and puts his head into his hands. He finds he can’t control his breathing.


    Simon touches his arm. “Do you think…?”


    “I don’t know. I don’t know. Did you see her?”


    The scribe shakes his head, though Johan knows he would give all his parchment, his best quill and suffer his burns again to tell him what he wants to hear. “I’m sorry. I saw only what I thought might have been a woman, but…”


    “But you’re not sure. I understand. Thank you. I don’t want you to lie to me. But I was so sure it was her. I saw Isabella. I swear it.”


    “Was it… Could it have been a ghost?”


    Johan raises his head from his hands and gazes outwards over the sea. “No. I don’t believe so. Although it felt for a moment as if she wasn’t really there. Or as if I couldn’t reach her. But it could simply have been a trick of the enemy, of course. I must remember that.”


    Standing up, he shakes himself and stretches. Desperate to change the conversation, he makes a sudden decision.


    “Come,” he said. “If you are strong enough for the task, then there are things for you to learn.”


    


    Simon


    As he slowly gained his sea-balance in the hour-cycles ahead, Simon learned how to let his thoughts lean into the wind to enable the boat to go faster. It felt as if his skin was being pulled upwards and, during those brief times when he could connect with what Johan asked of him, he almost felt as if he might be flying. Or, rather, that he was the boat, surging through the waves, eager to be home to a land he’d never visited. But those times didn’t last long and, more often than not, exhaustion or a rising nausea forced him to stop and rest.


    Every now and again, a strange, dark mass ploughed its way by, and Simon stared at it, torn between curiosity and caution.


    “It is the sea-creatures,” Johan whispered. “But if we are quiet, they will not harm us. We started out when the full night was over.”


    Simon grimaced at yet another example of his ignorance and continued to gaze at the vast shapes of them. Once, a spout of water and steam rose upwards from the front of one of the creatures, and he would have gasped in wonder if Johan hadn’t stopped him.


    As he grew accustomed to the boat, an occasional flash of silver, which was neither bird nor water, caught his eye. But, unlike the sea-creatures, it moved too quickly for him to take in what he saw.


    “What’s that?” he asked Johan when the fifth or sixth apparition had vanished.


    


    Johan


    Smiling, Johan rises from the bench and comes to sit with Simon at the front of the boat. His absence from his working seat diminishes their speed but does not stop them.


    “It’s a thought-fish,” he says. “You can see them when your mind begins to connect with the boat’s purpose and to work with it. It’s as if something else is created from the energy produced and begins to travel with you, helping you in your efforts. It’s what we call the blessing of the sea. I didn’t think you would see such a blessing so soon, Simon. Your powers must be stronger—or purer—than I had realised. Or perhaps, of all the elements we have travelled through, water is the closest to your heart. That, too, is possible. But I could not tell you for certain as my own heart-element is air.”


    “What was Isabella’s?” his companion asks him and the question knocks Johan’s breath away.


    He swallows.


    “Isabella is fire,” he says.


    After a long moment, Johan turns and makes his way back to the bench. Once seated, he touches the side of the boat and, again, it surges a little faster through the waves.


    


    Simon


    He leaned back and stared out at the sea. His fingers drifted through the salt water, but it no longer made his burns sting. Johan’s poultice had been an effective one. Once a thought-fish drifted close enough to touch, and it felt warm. Sparkling. He missed it when it had gone. As he waited for his sea-balance to grow steady again, he found himself thinking. And not in the way he’d expected.


    His thoughts turned to Ralph, as a horse turns for home. The instinct had not yet abandoned him then; he was unsure how that should make him feel but he was unable to stop the path his mind was taking. He’d have more success trying to stop a river in full spate. Before the Lammas Master, the couplings Simon had experienced had been with other outcasts like himself, and the deed had been done quickly, frantically, and always in the dark. Afterwards, neither party had wished to linger. The first time he’d ever coupled like that, the guilt had clouded his sight for weeks and he’d expected the heavy hand of a local guard on his shoulder at every turn. Not because his partner in crime had been a man—such things were common in the land of course, though he had heard tales of places where they were not so tolerant—but because they had enjoyed each other without the ritual of commitment.


    In spite of Simon’s fears, no one had come for him, and no retribution had been visited on his head by the gods. A month-cycle later, when the need was upon his flesh, he’d done it again, with a different man. He’d never wanted a woman. The second time it was easier, and the guilt lighter. And so it had continued—a series of encounters with faceless men Simon hardly knew.


    And then there had been Ralph.


    Their sexual relationship—when it finally happened and, gods and stars, how Simon had been longing for it, dreaming about it, for weeks before Ralph at last sent for him—had been born, nurtured and later, of course, killed entirely at Ralph’s whim. The scribe had had no say in the matter, no right of refusal. How could he have? Ralph had been his Overlord and Simon merely his servant. In everything, both willing and unwilling. The trapping and arrest of men Ralph saw as rebels, the trials, the murders, and, more happily, their conversations, their meditations, and the love-making.


    For Simon it had been love-making, though for Ralph he thought now it had been simply a way of easing the desires of his flesh. And of keeping his loyalty too. Either way, he could not have refused him. He had wanted him from the beginning, and Ralph had always known it. That fact alone had made his corruption of Simon a far easier exercise. They had been equal at least in complicity.


    And then, with a sudden rush he hadn’t anticipated, he was there. Back in his memories, a place more real than the fact of the boat beneath him. More real than the sea. The time and the place where Ralph Tregannon and he had first joined together.


    The wall sconces had been lit, only a few of them. Ralph’s bed was draped in gold cloth, and the table was empty. No writing equipment, no oils, no parchment. He’d sent for the scribe later than usual. Simon had already eaten his supper, wiped clean the plate and mug, and had been preparing for bed. Sleep. At the guard’s arrival, he’d gathered up his quill pen and best parchments and hurried out behind the soldier. He’d been at the castle in less time than it took for a spring story to be halfway told, expecting a writ to complete for some newly-found criminal and wondering when the inevitable hanging would be. Or thinking that perhaps Ralph had some urgent question about the meditation Simon had been teaching him, about how to see into men’s minds to discover the truth of them.


    But in Lord Tregannon’s chambers, to Simon’s relief he saw no stones of judgement. And no helpless man awaiting death. Neither was the meditation chair in place. Instead the air was scented with citronella and rosemary. Passion and energy. He paused, his heart beating out of rhythm. He could feel the beginning of fire in his head. Even then he knew that if he started this, he would never put it out.


    Ralph rose from the chair and dismissed the guard, who bowed and at once withdrew. The door closed with a loud click. Once they were alone, he sauntered over to Simon as if he had all the time in the land and was only thinking of what tasks to set for his servant. Ralph was dressed informally. Only a shirt and light brown leggings. No cloak. No badge of office. And his hair was worn loose.


    “M-My lord,” the scribe stammered. “I have come at your bidding. What is it you wish me to do?”


    “You see, Simon,” he said, as if they had been carrying on a conversation and Simon had asked something entirely different. “I have not brought you here to write. I can sense you know that. You knew it when you came here, didn’t you?”


    The scribe blinked. The scent of citronella from the Overlord’s skin washed over him, and his heart beat faster. “Yes.”


    Ralph lowered his gaze and licked his lips. Simon said nothing. He simply waited.


    “You can still leave. If you wish.” Then he gave a short laugh, “I will not give you that opportunity again. Believe me.”


    “And if I do not wish?” Simon could scarcely credit the boldness of his question, but Ralph did not chastise him.


    “Then what happens here, tonight, is a secret only you and I can share. But it will happen again. And then the choice will no longer be yours; it will always be mine.”


    “You lie,” Simon said, and this time his words brought Ralph’s head up as if he’d slapped him. “The choice has never been mine; it has always been yours. I will do what you want me to, whenever you want it. Damn you, you know.”


    So much Simon couldn’t say. So much he needed Ralph for. Most of all, this. Though the admission already condemned him.


    No more words. Two paces brought the Overlord closer still, Simon’s skin crying out for Ralph to touch him. By the time their first kiss ended—the need to take air forcing the two men apart—the Lammas Master was already half-undressed, tearing his overshirt and Simon’s in the effort to be free. Moments later, Ralph had tumbled him onto the bed, Simon’s mind spinning and his breath coming in gasps.


    Ralph’s body overpowered his, his fingers reached into Simon’s thoughts, and drew out the sweetness of them, matching need for need and joy for joy. Too fast. Too… Simon hadn’t… On the bed linen he scrabbled for connection, sweat glistening his skin as his world, physical and mental, exploded into a rainbow of green, fizzing into lemon and silver, scarlet and gold. A shower of stars that burst over Simon’s flesh but did not destroy him. Flight. Burning sun. The wild expanse of sky. He might have cried out. He didn’t know, could no longer tell, body and mind now not his own, but merged with Ralph’s in a dance he’d never expected to taste like this.


    The last thing he remembered before the sky swallowed him up was Ralph’s whisper of surprise. Simon.


    When he woke, the air seemed lighter and he sensed, without looking for the window, that it was somewhere near morning.


    “Would you like wine?”


    “Please, my lord.”


    The Lammas Master eased the beaker into Simon’s fingers, the heady scent of its contents waking him more fully. “When we are alone, like this, there is no need to give me the titular honour you owe me. Do you understand?”


    After a moment’s pause, his heart still taking in the strangeness of it all, Simon nodded and drank, draining the beaker dry. It tasted of nothing. He was aware only of the nearness of his companion.


    Ralph smiled, but when he next spoke, the subject was not one Simon had anticipated.


    “I understood you were not a virgin, Simon Hartstongue,” he said. “I had not expected that, of course. You have been a traveller for so long and, here, we have always heard the rumours of such people. But I had not realised you had never fully tasted another, body and mind. Still, you have done so now. I have given you that joy, at least.”


    “My ignorance troubles you?”


    “No. It surprises me. That is all.”


    He took one breath, then two, as the flickering images of Ralph’s previous joinings faded from the memory of their own recent one. As he had known Simon’s past, so Ralph had not been able to keep the knowledge of his from Simon either. There had been four of them. All women. One more special than the rest. He understood already that Ralph’s next coupling would not find him as important as she had been. He thought then that his next, after Ralph—should there be one such—would find nothing but the Lammas Master filling his blood.


    “Ralph,” he said, for the first time calling him aloud by his given name, and rejoicing that he’d granted him the right to say it. “Ralph.”


    


    Johan


    “Ralph.”


    Simon’s voice shakes Johan awake and for a moment he doesn’t understand where he is and then the memory returns. The sky above is growing dark and he can see the first glimmerings of more familiar stars. They are nearing Gathandria, but will they reach it in time? The air is rippled with the emotions of his companion’s arousal and Johan forces himself to be as still as possible. The man must have been dreaming. Or lost in his memories. He would be appalled if he knew how much he has revealed in that one word alone. And how much, for a moment of clarity, Johan can see inside him. Images Simon himself is unaware of. One image. For a while, the only sound is the lapping of the water and the breathing of the two men.


    Finally Simon speaks. “Johan?”


    “Yes?”


    “Nothing,” he says quickly. “I hadn’t realised I’d been asleep, that’s all.”


    “No matter.” Johan struggles for composure in the light of what has just been revealed to him but Simon does not react. “We have travelled far enough for one day. We need to rest. Both of us.”


    During the night, Johan wakes several times. He finds himself thinking of Annyeke and also, closer to the current situation, of the other image in the scribe’s mind which had been too deeply embedded for the unskilled dreamer to catch—the mind-cane. As he thought, it is connected to Simon, perhaps more so than either of them has realised before. Perhaps then, in a manner Johan can’t yet grasp, there may be hope.


    However, if they are to make use of that fact in some way, Simon needs to face his most personal treacheries. Those he committed, and those done to him. Will he have the courage to do so?


    


    Simon


    Simon stared out at the sky, already lightening with the full promise of morning, before he turned his attention to more practical matters. It was raining, and they needed to keep dry. Not only that, but while they had eaten yesterday from a concoction of the herbs Johan had showed him, they had had nothing to drink. The water they travelled in was filled with salt, which Johan had said would kill them if they drank of it. But after the herbs, Simon had felt neither hungry nor thirsty, and neither did he feel so now. Perhaps that had been part of the mixture’s strength. Or its magic. If he believed in such things.


    “Simon.”


    Even before looking at Johan, he could tell something was wrong.


    “What is it?”


    Before he answered, Johan laid one hand on Simon’s arm and he felt himself shiver. “We need to talk. And soon.”


    The rain continued to pucker the surface of the sea, deadening the cry of the sea-birds as they greeted the morning. Simon’s throat felt dry and his arm shook.


    “Is-is it about last night?” he stammered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t intend for my dreams to be so obvious. I apologise if they embarrassed you, I…”


    Johan made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a groan. “Wait, that’s not what I mean. Even so, dreams are the mirror to our hearts. If we can read them. No, what I mean is this. You need to tell me about your relationship with Tregannon. If you can share that with another, come to terms with it even, then there is hope that we might survive this. And therefore hope for the battle.”


    “Why? What possible connection could Ralph have with what’s happening now? It’s nothing to do with it.”


    “Yes it is. And in ways you don’t understand yet, but you must trust me.”


    “Gods and stars, Johan,” Simon brought his fist down hard on the side of the boat so that it rocked and he almost lost his balance. “Are you sure this is not simply some prurient way to find out about what two men not blessed by a union can do together? Are you wanting to taste those pleasures yourself? Is that what this is really about?”


    For a moment, Simon thought his companion might hit him; Johan’s face reddened and then turned pale again. Then to his surprise the other man laughed.


    “No,” he said. “I know perfectly well what happens when men are intimate with each other, but my pleasures lie elsewhere, Simon Hartstongue. Neither do I have any great desire to delve into what is private to you. I’m sorry if this is a disappointment, but believe me when I say that I am not of your ilk.”


    Johan’s response swept all his anger away.


    “Yes, I know it. I’m not a fool,” he said. “At least not in that way. Forgive me for suggesting otherwise.”


    His companion nodded, a half-smile crossing his features, and waited.


    Simon shut his eyes and felt the rain on his lashes. “So then. If it has to be done, for whatever reason, what do you want me to say?”


    The truth. Not as you relate it to yourself but as it really is.


    His words fell like arrows into Simon’s head and he almost gasped out loud, so harsh had been the sense of them.


    “All right,” Simon said, making the instant decision not to answer his interrogator in thought but in words. “All right. What part of the truth do you wish me to tell?”


    Johan turned around. His face was as stone.


    “The real truth about you and Tregannon,” he said. “I want you to tell me that. I’m not talking about love. That’s understood. But why did you go to him? Why did you make yourself into a slave? And worse. That’s what I need to hear, Simon. That’s what you need to see.”


    “You don’t understand,” he replied, trying to steady the rhythm of his breathing. “It was never like that. Whatever you may think about me, or about Ralph, I loved him. I’m not any kind of a slave, certainly not a whore. I realise that, to you, saying such words might seem foolish, but to me they were real. They still are. Even after… everything that’s happened.”


    Johan gazed at him as if he were peeling the scribe’s skin from his flesh with his eyes. When he next spoke, Simon heard the unsteadiness in his companion’s voice, and understood that this encounter was as distasteful to Johan as it was to him.


    “All right. Then tell me this. When you began your relationship with Tregannon, did you have a choice?”


    “What do you mean? Of course I had a choice.”


    “Really? You can sit here now and tell me, with honesty in your heart and in spite of your dreams last night, that the Lord of the Lammas Lands would have brooked a refusal from you and let you live? You could have walked away from his bed and still continued to serve him, unharmed and whole?”


    The air between them felt like a knife, half-unsheathed, ready to strike. Simon lifted his head and gazed at his questioner.


    “I had no thought of refusing him. I wanted him from the beginning,” he said. “As you surely must know from your intrusion into my dreams.”


    Johan was upon him before he’d even registered the movement. He snatched at the breast of Simon’s undershirt and pulled him to his feet. His teeth were clenched and his eyes narrowed.


    “All I know,” he said, spitting the words out as if they were weapons, “is that you are in effect a slave and a murderer. And one who has never understood what he is. At least I know my faults and acknowledge them, though late and in part only, I admit it. But how can we bring an end to any of our mind-battles if you can’t see even a glimmer of what you are? Gods.”


    With his last words, he shoved the scribe backwards and Simon grabbed at his arm to save himself from falling into the water.


    “And all I see,” he said, “when I look at you is someone who never lets anyone get close to him. Unless he is absolutely driven to it. Tell me, is it easier for you in your walled-in castle, where you can gaze out now and again, and pass judgements on those who’ve tried for some kind of connection? Gods, indeed. No matter my faults, I know which type of man I’d rather be.”


    That said, Simon pushed him away, and took the few paces to the end of the boat. He sat down on the bench there. It took a story’s length, maybe longer, for the shaking to stop and still Simon kept on staring out at the ocean, but seeing nothing of it. He’d spent so many years trying to fit in, to be indistinguishable from the society around him, suppressing the emotions and thoughts which would mark him out as different, that to say something now which came from the inner pools of his mind and gut seemed to explode the blood inside him.


    But was Johan right? Was Simon so blind that he couldn’t see when love had turned to something darker?


    


    Johan


    Breathing deeply, Johan realises his attempts to take Simon to a deeper understanding have failed. He lost his temper when he should have been patient. This has shown him his own prejudices too. If Isabella had been here, she would have dealt with it far better than he. Isabella… But she is not here and he must accept it. That is his sticking point, as Ralph is the scribe’s. Perhaps they must both overcome these issues if the enemy is to be defeated. Perhaps indeed, Simon is right in what he says, and they both have something to learn. He will try again. There is so little time and somehow his companion has to be ready. He runs his hand through his hair, feeling the dampness on his fingers. At last, when the rain has slowed to a trickle and the sun is breaking through the clouds, he moves across the boat and sits down beside Simon.


    “I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m sorry if I’ve said things which hurt you and I’m sorry for the impression I give. Isabella… Isabella always told me I was hard to get to know.”


    The scribe sighs.


    “I think perhaps we’re all hard to know,” he says, slowly as if working things out in his thoughts. “The mind gifts we have make no real difference in the end, do they? They’re just another means of hiding or being misunderstood. By yourself, or by other people. And I’m sorry too. For the things I said. They were uncalled for. The task you have set yourself is a difficult one, and I can’t possibly understand the burden it’s put on you. Please, forgive me.”


    Johan smiles, and this seems to encourage Simon to speak further.


    “I’ve been mulling things over,” he says. “About how different people can be. Ralph’s mind was fire and heat; it gripped me, wouldn’t let me go, consumed me perhaps in ways I couldn’t understand. Whereas, your mind—in the little I’ve glimpsed of it—is more like water and refreshment. A different way of living. A different way of thought.”


    Again there is silence between the two men. Then Johan speaks. He hopes his words will be enough.


    “Tell me why you allowed Tregannon to use you to commit murder,” he says.


    


    Simon


    It took Simon a while to answer and he could find neither wit nor irony to lighten the load.


    “I wanted to please him,” he said at last. “In the end it’s as simple—and as deadly—as that. And I was afraid of what would happen if I refused him. It’s not an excuse, but I couldn’t bear the thought of him deciding he had no further need for me. Being with him made me feel whole again. I couldn’t do without that. I was… I was obsessed, I suppose.”


    As he spoke, his thoughts took him back. To the first time Ralph had used his gifting to the full. The first time he had helped kill a man.


    The soldiers had been restless all that week. Simon had heard rumours of rebellions north and west of the village, as Ralph had tried to tell him, but he had assumed they were nothing more than the usual. It was spring; as the days lengthened, young men murmured, talked more than they should and every now and again riots would need to be quelled. Nothing serious. It was the way of the world. He had carried on, teaching the boy, selling his herbs, tutoring Ralph in the ways of the mind, as far as he could. Simply being with him, too.


    But that night, Simon heard the sound of fighting from the woods. The nearest it had ever been to the village. The wind must have carried the noise as it woke him, no more than an hour after he had sent his apprentice to the poor house and dowsed the fire for sleep. The smell of drying parchment still hung on the air.


    As he lay, staring upwards, blinking and wondering why he was awake at all, he heard it again. A crash, and the sound of distant shouting. He sprang out of bed. At the same time, there came a sharp rapping on his door.


    “Simon Hartstongue! Open up. Lord Tregannon needs you.”


    Gathering his cloak and smoothing down his hair, he made his way towards the door, almost slipping on some stray drops of oil left over from his writing.


    On the threshold stood two of Ralph’s guards. They were dressed in full military costume, helmets resting in their hands. They were sweating.


    “You must come with us,” the taller one said. “Now.”


    “Of course,” Simon said. “Let me dress first and I…”


    “No. There is no time for that. You must come as you are.”


    He hesitated, but they made no attempt to hurry him.


    “All right,” he said. “But I will need shoes.”


    The two of them waited outside as he ran to get his leather sandals, although he sensed the curiosity of the younger of them as he peered in at the meditation chair, the table and the dried herbs.


    Their journey didn’t take long; Ralph’s castle was easily visible from the village. Once or twice the shouting from the woods carried to them, but the soldiers didn’t stop. Simon was relieved at their caution. At the castle, the torches were lit, giving out an eerie glow into the night. Ralph was already waiting, pacing up and down in the courtyard. The very fact that he had come out to greet Simon made his throat go dry. What had happened that the Overlord needed him now? When he saw the scribe, Ralph stopped and strode over, brushing one hand through his dark hair. The guards fell back.


    “Simon,” he said, reaching for his shoulder in a gesture that drew him in and also kept him away. “I need you to help me. Will you do that?”


    Next to him and the luxury of his clothes, Simon felt underdressed. And also aroused.


    “Yes, of course. I am your loyal servant, Lord Tregannon. You know that.”


    He smiled. “Good. Then come with me.”


    He followed Ralph through dark stone corridors, some passages familiar now, and others not. At last, they reached the place he had come to know as Ralph’s private offices. He paused in the outer room and Simon waited for whatever he needed to say.


    “Simon,” he said, touching the scribe’s cheek so he breathed in the scent of his thoughts. “Do you remember when I told you about the wars to come? The strange events happening across the land?”


    “Yes,” he whispered, hardly daring to break the spell of what Ralph was doing.


    “But you didn’t believe me.”


    “It’s not that, sir… I…”


    “Listen.” He took Simon’s face in both his hands and gazed at him. Simon was lost at once. “What I told you then was true. There are wars and rumours of wars here. And they will not be fought simply man to man, flesh to flesh, but in the mind also. Spirit to spirit. A thing of terror is coming upon us and we must be careful. Or everything we know and love will be gone.”


    He paused and all Simon could do was swallow, and hear him out.


    “Over the last few weeks,” he went on, “the forces from outside have been gathering. They’re not ready for action yet, or so my spies tell me, but we must show our enemies that we are stronger than they think, and that we can survive whatever they send against us. Do you understand?”


    He let Simon go and the scribe nodded, though his mind struggled to understand. With Ralph Tregannon and how he made Simon feel, it seemed that all he could ever do was submit to him.


    “Good,” he said. “Then tonight is our first strike and you, Simon, will help me with it. When you do, remember the favour I have shown you.”


    Swinging around, he headed towards the doorway to another, inner room, not even looking to see if Simon would follow. Of course, he did.


    The inner office—a place he would come to know very well over the next few moon-cycles—held two more of Ralph’s guards, helmets covering their faces in the way which made Simon shiver. They were standing behind a table in the centre of the room. Between them stood, or rather drooped, a young man, probably somewhere in his twenties at best guess. When he looked up at the scribe, Simon could see his hair and one side of his face were covered with blood. He thought he recognised him from the village, but couldn’t be sure. On the table lay two stones. One white, and the other red.


    The Overlord swept past and nodded to the guards who let their prisoner go. He dropped to the floor like a rock through water. The scribe took a step towards him, minded to help, but Ralph’s command rang out over his intention.


    “Stay where you are, Simon,” he said, then to the man, “Get up. Now.”


    The man dragged himself to his feet. It took him a while. Simon held his breath until he was upright. Ralph strode into position in front of him.


    “You are accused of crimes against my person and my command,” he said. “This will not be tolerated in my lands. You must bear the punishment.”


    “P-please, my lord, please, I’ve done nothing wrong, I…”


    “Be quiet.”


    The man subsided into a low keening sound that pierced Simon’s blood and mind. He could hardly think.


    “Take him,” Ralph said. At once the guards grabbed the man’s arms and forced him back against the wall. Then, “Simon, read his mind and tell me the treason you find there.”


    “My lord, this is cruelty. The man is beaten, he’s no threat to you, he…”


    Ralph fixed him with his powerful gaze and Simon subsided at once. “Never question my orders again, or you will suffer for it. With me, you are safe from all harm. Without me, you will die. Do you understand?”


    Mute, Simon nodded.


    “Then do it,” he said.


    A moment’s hesitation before he found himself stumbling towards the prisoner, who moaned and flinched. The guards tightened their grip on him until he became motionless again.


    Another, almost disbelieving glance at the castle’s lord, whose eyes told Simon nothing had changed, and he reached out to lay trembling fingers on the prisoner’s head.


    My name is Guthrun. Guthrun, the Waxmaker.


    His thoughts swirled about Simon as their minds connected.


    Fear. Pain. Regret.


    Mind-dwelling, at least for Simon, was always an art, never a science. Easier, too, if the partner was willing. This man was not. Which meant that it took a while to settle alongside him, longer still to read him. From a distance, Simon could sense his body drawing in a deep breath, and then he was there. In the place where one mind linked to another, and all was shared that must be shared.


    Guthrun’s life pulsed through Simon’s mind. His mother, a gnarled woman in the same trade as himself; a father he never knew but dreamed of often; later, his woman; the children she had borne for him; the trade in wax and the long hours they spent dredging a living from it. And underneath all that, the growing sense of injustice. Thoughts, no more than brief ideas, of a new way of life where men could be free. Anger, bitterness, resentment. The longing for change. And the desire to bring it about.


    With a gasp, Simon broke the link. The world drifted back into place and he was in his own mind again.


    Ralph stepped forward. “Well?”


    The scribe wiped his hand upwards over his face and saw that sweat glistened on his palm.


    “He is a poor man,” he said. “As are many across the lands, my lord.”


    “Do not tell me what I already know, Simon. Tell me what of evil you have found in this man’s mind. Have you found anger? The desire to do violence to the system we live under?”


    “Really, my lord, nothing more than what is common to us all,” he began, but Ralph made a gesture of impatience and gripped his shoulder.


    “Name what you found,” he said, his voice low, urgent. “Name it, by the gods and stars.”


    Challenged in such a way, Simon thought he had no choice. The power of the Beings, who ruled far above, in the skies, was still strong in his understanding of life. Later, of course, their hold on him became weaker. A change perhaps as much his fault as theirs. But for now, Ralph’s challenge left him with no further decision to make.


    “Yes, my lord,” he said. “Yes, I found those things that you say. Anger. Bitterness. The desire for change. Perhaps violent change. But, not to the extent that…”


    “In a greater measure than you would have expected?”


    Simon was breathing quickly now and, still under oath, he nodded. “Perhaps, my lord, but that is only because...”


    “Good,” Ralph spoke over any protests, such as there were, and drowned him out. “In that case, we have no other choice. Thank you, my friend, for helping me to reach my decision.”


    Without a second thought, Ralph strode to the table and picked the nearer of the two stones from it. The red one. Simon took a step back, throat suddenly dry. At the same time, Ralph seized the prisoner’s hand and crushed the stone within it. Guthrun whimpered like a beaten dog.


    Turning to the guards, Ralph snapped out a series of orders that left Simon breathless.


    “Take him,” he said. “Sound the drums. We will hang the waxmaker tonight.”


    “No please, my lord, I…”


    “Silence, Simon, or it will go worse for you.”


    Simon stepped back and staggered against the wall while the soldiers dragged the man, now weeping and shaking, out of the room and along the first of the many corridors to the hanging place.


    He opened his mouth but no words came out. Simon had never seen the man he had come to love act like this. Ralph must have good reason for it, he told himself over and over again. He must have good reason. It was he himself who was being weak. The Overlord was sworn to protect his people and this must be the surest way to go about it.


    Just before he left, Ralph smiled.


    “Well done,” he said. “You have done a brave and loyal deed tonight. It will not be forgotten. I will reward you well and in double measure. With goods and my protection. Of course. And with love.”


    Simon slid down the wall, collapsing to his knees on the floor. He stayed in that room for nearly a story’s length before venturing out again, the same mantra ringing in his ears: he has good reason; he is sworn to protect his people; he has good reason. By then, the drums were at their full voice and Simon could hear the shouts, some excited and some sorrowful, of the villagers. Not wishing to see the death to its conclusion, he crept home, keeping to the shadows. He remained awake for the rest of the night, the wild pace of his heart keeping rest far away.


    This was the first of his killings for Ralph Tregannon.


    The next night, he called for the scribe and Simon went to him. Willingly, and still with the need in his heart to be with Ralph. Come what may and for as long as he allowed it. May the gods and stars forgive him for his cowardice and his desire, and have mercy on those he caused to die.


    


    Johan


    May the gods have mercy.


    Once again, in the present, silence falls between the two men. For the first time, Johan understands the full extent of Simon’s weakness; there is a fault-line of need and surrender running through the man. Despite the growing sense of friendship with him, he wonders how such a one can ever be a force for good. He does not know what to do, but he knows it is up to him to speak.


    “I know you will think me once more too secretive,” he said, “but there are things I know which I cannot say to you. Not yet. What you have said is disturbing. No, more than that, it is shocking. But it is honest. You have a potential for self-knowledge, Simon Hartstongue, which may yet be the saving of us. At least I hope so.”


    It is only when he finishes speaking that Johan realises how much they are in need of protection now. “Come. It is almost the final test. And we must face it together somehow. There is so little time.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Sit down with me,” he says. “On the working bench. You will see.”


    Simon does so. The boat begins to travel a little faster.


    Then Johan takes the scribe’s hand, encloses it in his and lifts Simon’s fingers towards his face. As he does so, silver flashes appear on the water. The thought-fish. They dance over the sea in glittering arcs, jumping higher and higher until they surround the boat. In constant movement but somehow remaining still. A wall of light. Simon is finding it hard to catch his breath, but there is little Johan can do to make this part of the journey easier.


    Just before he places Simon’s hand on the side of his forehead, he pauses.


    “Are you ready?” he says. “Because you need to tell me this story—the one you have kept inside yourself for so long—but you must not use words. No. This time, language would be a barrier between us. You must share it with me directly. One soul to another. One mind to another. Only in this way can our journey be fulfilled and the success, if success it is, of our mission known. Are you ready, Simon?”


    “I don’t know,” Simon replies. “I can’t tell you that, but I trust you. Do it.”


    Without another word, Johan lays Simon’s fingers against his head. At the same time, two of the silver flashes dislodge themselves from the bright wall around the men and dance into their minds. And out again.


    Simon cries out as the light and fire engulf them both, take them to the secret mind-world caused by their linking.


    Simon.


    Yes?


    Are you ready now?


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Tenth Gathandrian Interlude


    


    


    Annyeke


    This time, the elders were meeting outside, in the cedar woods. The recent mind-attacks from Gelahn had been fierce and their series of safe houses were destroyed the night before. As she approached them, Anneyeke wrapped her cloak around her though the air was not cold. Underneath the soft wool, she held the manuscripts she had taken. In her head were all the sensible, but searching, words she planned to say.


    When she reached the elders, she said none of them.


    “How could you do this?” she said, sweeping the hood from her hair and dropping the books to the ground. “How could you betray us like this? I’ve read what’s in these. I know all of what you’ve done. Oh, you sit there before us like the gods of old, proclaiming this and declaring that, but you’re all liars. All of you. You cheat and betray and kill us when you claim to be our protectors. It is you who have caused this war. It is you who imprisoned Gelahn…”


    The First Elder took a step towards her at the mention of the mind-executioner’s name, but Annyeke wasn’t done yet.


    “Yes, you imprisoned him—in conditions that I wouldn’t put a city-dog in. You showed him no compassion, you even taunted him. Do you not have one handful of mercy in your thoughts? And then you let him go. And for what? To pursue a fantasy of salvation that is mere mist and childishness. There is no Lost One who will return to fight Gelahn and restore all that Gathandria once was. There is no bright and magical future. There is only the war you have released upon us and our neighbours, the misery and death you have brought to thousands. How can you do this and still believe that you have the right to govern us with your so-called wisdom? How can you even live with yourselves after what you have done?”


    In the silence after Annyeke’s outburst, the colours around the elders turned crimson and black. Guilt and shame, she thought. Well, she had no comfort for them. At her feet, the books began to hum.


    “How did you find that out?” the First Elder asked.


    Glad to see that he made no excuses and did not deny the truth she accused them of, she lifted her chin and stared right at him. “I followed you to the prison. I saw the books and the cage. I read your journals and the manuscripts and I drew my own conclusions.”


    He frowned. “How can that be when…? Ah, I see. You touched the mind-circle and its power entered you. That is why we only see what we expect when we read you. Whilst you on the other hand can see our inmost hearts.”


    “Yes.”


    “That must have been painful for you.”


    She blinked. Yes, she supposed it had been. She’d been too astonished by the gift and too determined to find out the truth behind what she saw to notice other emotions, but the elder was right. It had been painful. This conversation wasn’t progressing in the way she’d expected. She couldn’t decide whether that was good or bad.


    “Why did you do it?” she whispered, all anger spent. “Why did you release Gelahn when you knew that, even in the light of the good you hoped to do, so many would die?”


    “Come here, Annyeke.” The elder held out his hand, but Annyeke shook her head and he sighed. “Come, we will do no harm to you. I know that we have been wrong, but I still believe that Simon Hartstongue—for all his faults, and how many there are of those—is the Lost One of Gathandria.”


    “There is no Lost One,” Annyeke protested. “Whatever his faults might be, surely they can be no greater than yours. It is a myth, not a true legend. Even in the books, it is told as a lesser tale, though your hand has added to it.”


    As she spoke, she picked up the manuscripts from the grass and thrust them at the elder. When he took them, their low humming ceased. “Yes. I have added what I found elsewhere in the Gathandrian Library, the hints and references over the generations which would have been abandoned if I had not rescued them.”


    “For what? To kill us all?”


    “Annyeke. Please, listen. Surely, even after all you accuse us of doing, you owe us that?”


    She swallowed. In truth, she wasn’t convinced she did owe them any loyalty, but if he had anything to say before she left, then let him say it.


    “Speak then,” she replied. “I will listen, but I cannot promise to believe it.”


    The First Elder shut his eyes. “When the elders before us caught and imprisoned our enemy, it was hard to keep him in captivity. The man is cunning and he had, as you may now know, been one of us; when he fell from that position, it was because he manipulated thoughts in ways we have been taught to eschew. And once a Gathandrian has tasted the dark underbelly of the mind, it is almost impossible to leave that path. To keep our enemy where he should be, some cruelty is necessary. It is not something I have enjoyed, but it is something I would do again for the good of those under my protection.”


    His eyes flashed open as if challenging her response. Annyeke snorted. “You have not succeeded very well in protecting your people though, have you?”


    His expression darkened, but he did not deny it. “That is something I truly regret. But I have tried to do so. In searching through the legends and the books we have, I began to see a theme that had not been explored before. The myth of a lost Gathandrian who will save his people came to my attention too many times for it to be mere summer madness. I began to believe it to be true, as I do so now. When the old wars finished and the enemy was imprisoned, the damage that he had caused did not vanish so easily. Throughout the lands, men still fought, having now the taste for it. Smaller battles, skirmishes, but still deadly. We tried to heal them but, at best, could only minimise the suffering. The lands under our jurisdiction were falling away, walking a more violent path.”


    “Three year-cycles ago, I and my fellow-elders on the Council decided that we must search for the Lost One, discover if he really existed or if I had been wrong. If we found him, we hoped he would bring healing where we could not. After a year-cycle, our search was still not complete.”


    The First Elder paused, took a long breath as if drawing memories and reasons back into himself for recounting. Annyeke remained silent. After a while, he continued.


    “The legends I had discovered,” he said, so quietly that Annyeke had to lean forward to hear him, “indicated that the Lost One would be drawn to defeat the enemy, but it did not tell me how or when. So the Council and I decided to release the mind-executioner so that the time the stories spoke of would be hastened. We thought that would be the only way to usher in peace, but the enemy stole the mind-cane, and still the Lost One did not come. Our search for who he might be continued and the mind-executioner set about his work.”


    His voice broke, and Annyeke could see the tears on his face, the dark pain of the fire around him. Her accusations of treachery and murder seemed to vanish away, replaced only by the knowledge of how foolishness, misplaced hope and desperation had brought them all to this point.


    “And when Johan approached you,” she said, “you thought that was a sign also? That the scribe was the man you sought?”


    The elder wiped away his tears. The others stood closer to him as if to offer comfort, though Annyeke wondered if they were all beyond that now.


    “Yes,” he said. “The times and the seasons spoke of it, and Johan has always been attuned to the needs of the land. His mind is a pure one. When he came to us, it seemed like the final confirmation.”


    “And now Isabella and the boy, Carthen, are dead because of that decision,” Annyeke said. “And Gelahn is close. Soon they will be here. Simon’s final story must be told. But how can he save us now? How can he save himself? There are questions you still need to answer, not just to me, but to our people.”


    “Yes. I understand that,” the elder said. “But now is not the time. As for Simon, the mind-cane recognises him.”


    He gestured toward the mind-circle, brimming with images as it began to form amongst them, linking them to the travellers.


    “But he still does not have the power or the purity to use it. The pictures we see tell us that.”


    “Then,” the elder said as he knelt, gesturing them to do the same, “we must hope he learns to do so, and quickly. We must pray he is ready.”


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter Sixteen: Simon’s Fourth Story


    


    


    Simon


    Simon wasn’t ready. Not by a long season. He could never be ready, not for this story. Not for this one. Closing his eyes, he knew that, somewhere far away, his hand remained pressed to Johan’s forehead. But here, within his mind, all he knew was his own story. The most important one of all.


    He gasped as the memory came spinning outwards, the one he held inside his blood always. But this time he had no power to block it or send it back to the depths. Instead, it radiated through just as the heat of the sun caused spring seeds to grow. It seeped through every part of him so he could not stand against it.


    It’s possible he might have cried out “Johan!” once while he was still capable. But he couldn’t be sure and, in any case, he heard no reply. He was alone.


    When he opens his eyes, Johan’s mind—or what he knows of it—is no longer there. And he remembers everything as if it is happening all over again. Not as contained in his history, but here and now. Real.


    He sees a wooden table, framed by a glimmer of moonlight, and feels the roughness of the cloths bundled underneath which serve for a makeshift bed. More than that, he can smell the remains of the broth that his mother cooked for their evening meal, only a few hours earlier. Spice and yeast and mutton. She has had a week of good fortune for once, and even gained a new customer for her cures—a rich man, darkly dressed—and they have eaten well for it. From the moon’s small light, Simon can tell—if he didn’t know it already—that it’s the fourth hour of the night. He’s nearly eleven year-cycles old.


    In spite of the heat, he shivers. Something has woken him.


    In that quiver of time between being woken up and being fully alert, the knowledge of the years rises up to fill him—the slow side-lining of his mother’s business; his father’s regular absences; the way he has learned to sit alone during the occasional schooling days. Though since the winter they have been taught nothing of note. The soldiers from their lord’s new garrison have seen to that, and his fingers itch for the feel of the quill and the rasping of parchment as the ink stains the whiteness. And, over and beyond all of this, he remembers the way his mind itself sometimes scares him.


    Whatever woke him the first time stirs again and he sits upright, clutching the thin blanket to his chest. For a long moment, he hears nothing and the silence tingles his ears. Then the sound revisits the air and he knows it for what it is—the scraping of the handle on the outside door.


    Someone is trying to get in.


    Slowly and without making a noise, Simon folds back the blanket and eases aside the curtain that shields his bed from the room where his parents sleep. Again it takes a while for his eyes to adjust to the dimness. But eventually he sees the shapes his mother and father make in their bed, along with the darker shadows of the herb pots and harvesting tools. In all that time, the silence remains steady and he is just wondering if in fact he has dreamt it all when the door is rattled again, this time more firmly.


    Without pausing to think, Simon springs to his feet and heads towards his parents’ bed. He is about to draw breath to call out to them, warn them that someone is trying to get in, perhaps to rob them, when he is seized from behind and pulled backwards against the wall.


    Opening his mouth to cry out, he finds a calloused hand is placed over his lips and one word is whispered close to his ear.


    “Hush.”


    The voice is his father’s. Simon can smell stale beer on his breath, mixed with the familiar scent of corn. At the same time, his mother’s words—be strong—drift through his head before vanishing.


    Still imprisoned in his father’s grip, he glances at the bed again and understands that the shapes there are not his parents at all, but simply hay, pummelled together to look like a man and woman sleeping.


    Simon nods, but doesn’t fully know which instruction he is responding to. At once, his father lets him go, but one hand remains on his shoulder, holding him still.


    The door is pushed once more and the three of them glance towards it. There’s a terrible silence. In that silence, his mother’s fingers touch his brow and he senses the sudden pulse of energy between them.


    When they come, she says, you must…


    But already it’s too late. The door is slammed open, the lock smashed, and the night air comes flooding in. It brings—in the glimpse Simon has of their shadowed outlines—four soldiers and one tall man. A civilian. He doesn’t recognise him. The stranger is holding something long and glittering in his right hand.


    “Get them,” he orders.


    The first soldier strides towards the bed, carrying a flaming torch to light his way, and the second following close behind. A few moments’ confusion and then the discovery is made.


    “They’re not here, sir.”


    In the pause between the tall man’s command and the soldier’s response, Simon’s parents get to their feet as quietly as cats and slip him behind them. Something bright is hovering around them and Simon can hear the hum of concentration in his mother’s thoughts. He doesn’t understand why nobody hears or sees them, except that everyone else is looking at the empty bed.


    They manage four or five sideways steps to freedom before the stranger turns around. The moon picks up the frown he wears. He raises his cane—for such it is—and the brightness surrounding Simon’s parents explodes.


    His mother gasps and jerks upwards as if someone has punched her, but she doesn’t fall. One of the soldiers at the door curses, and Simon hears the muttered cry of ‘witchcraft’. By the light of the flaming torch the soldier carries, he watches him blink and stare as if he has only just seen them. Though he still can’t understand how that can be true.


    Only two paces and the man the soldier called ‘sir’ is standing in front of his mother. With his cane, he lifts her chin and laughs softly.


    “Witchcraft indeed,” he whispers. “Or so my sources tell me.”


    Simon’s father steps forward into the light. “Let her go, sir. Please.”


    The stranger doesn’t take his eyes from Simon’s mother.


    “So then, this is your husband, is it?” he says. “I wonder how much he knows, or doesn’t know, about your life. I wonder, should I ask him?”


    “My husband knows only what is right for him to know.” Simon’s mother speaks at last, and he senses how hard it is for her to form the words with the cane pressed so closely to her throat. “You have no need to question him. He can tell you nothing.”


    “Really? What about your son? What about if I question him?”


    As his mother shakes her head and gives no answer, Simon realises for the first time that the stranger cannot see him. Glancing down, he notices that the bright light that had surrounded them earlier and that he thought had been destroyed is still flickering around his body. But its intensity is fading.


    Run.


    The word jumps from inside Simon’s head and powers through his blood like a river in spate. His fingernails graze his palms and his skin turns cold.


    The stranger takes a step back and his gaze rakes the room. Simon is sure he must see him, but he doesn’t react.


    “Where is your son?” he demands.


    With a sudden movement, Simon’s mother knocks the cane from the man’s hand.


    “He’s safe from you,” she says.


    At the same time, the soldiers’ torches are extinguished and everything except the light around Simon goes dark.


    He runs.


    Towards the open door and the welcoming night air. As he does so, the protective shield of light flares once and dies. He hits the soldier at the door in the legs and he buckles, crying out, and enabling Simon to squeeze past into the greater darkness. There’s a roar behind him and then a scream—his mother’s—quickly silenced.


    He doesn’t look back. Instead, tears flow freely down his face and bile catches in his throat, Simon runs and keeps on running. Past the vegetable plot and the place where the herbs are nourished, past the yew hedge and onto the village track. From behind, he hears shouting and the sound of feet in pursuit. The threat of capture, and who knows what afterwards, drives him onward. He races past the first few huts and then swings right down the narrow path next to the launderer’s home. It leads to the well and, beyond that, to the woods, and he might shake off his pursuers there.


    Just at the corner, he nearly loses his footing and has to slam his hand into the stonework in order not to fall. The rough edge slashes his skin and draws blood. He can smell the iron scent of it. The shouts of the soldiers grow louder, almost upon him. With a great heave, Simon rips some of the crumbling stonework from the wall and flings it with all his strength in their direction.


    They’re closer than he thinks. A handful of stone hits the nearest one a glancing blow on the forehead. He cries out and slips. The second man is unable to stop in time and crashes into the first. At the same moment, torchlight flickers in the launderer’s house and his door flies open. It’s the respite Simon needs.


    He runs, panting hard and trying to stop the tears from blinding him, past the well and into the woods.


    Once there, the thickness of the trees cuts out any glimmer from the moon, and the darkness is complete. Branches of oak, beech and wild wintergreen trail along his hair and shoulders. From somewhere deeper in the woods, a lone wolf howls and Simon’s heart beats faster. It’s rare that a pack will venture this close to the village even in late summer, but sometimes one or two will do so on their own. He prays to the great Horseman and all the stars that it will not find him. Or at the least it will not be hungry for flesh tonight.


    He needs to get to safety, but where can he go? He can’t go home, not yet, not while the stranger and the soldiers are there. Neither does he know when it might be safe to do so. A sob escapes him as he wonders what the man will do to his parents, and when he’ll let them go free. There is nowhere else to find refuge. Beyond the woods lie only the fields where the tall cattle graze, then the marshes and more villages. As many as the mind can count. And beyond all of these lurk the mysterious mountains.


    Simon can never travel there. It is forbidden. He will have to hide here amongst the trees tonight, hoping that neither wolf nor soldier will find him. Tomorrow, he will venture back to the village, to try to find his parents.


    Having a plan, of sorts, makes his breathing steadier. Listening to see if there are sounds of pursuit, he hears none, so he takes a deep breath and launches out into the woods. A while later, stung by nettles and scratched anew by brambles and twigs, he finds an oak suitable for hiding in until the dawn. Its trunk feels gnarled and wide, but gives way, just a short distance from his head, to a fork of two branches. Crossways from that he finds another set, and yet another. Here he could climb high enough to avoid detection by man or animal, provided it doesn’t scent blood, and still be safe from falling if he sleeps. Though he does not think that sleeping will come easily.


    A matter of moments and Simon is installed in the oak’s broad branches. He blinks and tells himself to be brave; dawn will come soon enough. Another moment later, and he remembers nothing at all.


    When he wakes, there’s a glimmer of light in the patches of sky visible through the trees and at first he doesn’t know what he’s doing here, or even where here is. Then the memory springs to life again.


    As he breathes in and tries to calm his thoughts, a low snarl pierces Simon’s senses. He glances down. His leg is dangling from the nest he has made. It must have slipped during the night. Mere inches from his naked foot, a wolf’s breath scorches his skin, its red eyes glittering up at him. His blood must have attracted it after all.


    Simon can’t help it. He screams and scrabbles upwards. But the wild movement dislodges him from the refuge and he tumbles headlong to the earth. His body hits moss and broken branches, and the rough coat of the wolf. The animal yowls and dances away for too brief a time.


    In that time, Simon knows his throat is too constricted to scream again and his limbs too feeble to run. Not that running now will save him. As the wolf snarls once more, baring its teeth and crouching for the kill, he imagines he will die here. There is no other hope. As he waits, frozen, for death, he hears other rustlings amongst the trees to the side, and realises that his killer does not travel alone. Its mate, too, is waiting.


    Silent now, the wolf prepares to leap. Simon’s mouth opens and this time he can scream. Almost at once, the trees nearest him explode and another shape rushes into the open. A man.


    The wolf leaps. The man—a soldier—catches the movement and half-turns, but he’s too late. Sharp, unforgiving teeth sink into the white flesh of his neck and ribbons of blood gush out. They arch like strange snakes through the dawn light and lace everything crimson—the leaves, the grass, the soldier’s fallen sword, and Simon. Man and wolf crash to the ground, the wolf on top. Simon hears a brief, strangled cry, a gurgle and then silence.


    Of it all, it’s the silence that pushes him into action. He stumbles to his feet, unable to care whether the wolf sees him or not. Without looking back, he limps away, dry sobs wracking his throat. The sound of low growls and flesh tearing from bone follows him for a long, long time.


    When at last Simon exits the woods and crosses the cattle-fields towards the marshlands, the sun is already beginning the full morning. Shivering and caked with blood, he staggers and crawls his way to the edge of the marshes. There he finds the nearest stream and falls onto his knees in it. He tears off his overshirt and plunges himself and it into the cooling, cleansing water.


    Afterwards, he lays the shirt onto stones, lies back and waits for the sun to dry them both.


    He spends the rest of the day either sleeping or foraging for food, picking berries from the marsh willows and once, in the afternoon, being lucky enough to catch a small fish. Eating it raw, as he has no means to make fire, it turns his stomach. He is also careful to keep near the marsh to avoid being noticed by any field labourer. But all that day, no one comes near. It isn’t unexpected; the people farm as close to the village as possible. Some say the marshlands teem with spirits, especially at night, but Simon sees none.


    Later, when the sun is well on its journey towards the distant mountains, he begins the long trek home. The fields are easy, as they are empty of life. It is only as he approaches the woods that his pace slows. He takes the path along the edge for fear of the wolves; they rarely venture near the open.


    The evening is cooler than the previous night. A soft wind stirs the trees so they seem to whisper and bend towards him, and the sky sparkles with young stars. It takes him three stories’ lengths to arrive at a place where he can glimpse the village, and by then night has reached almost its full darkness. Once or twice he comes across small groups of labourers returning home, but he hides amongst the trees and goes unnoticed.


    Now he gazes towards the village, and it has never seemed so distant. The light of hearth fires flickers through the windows of the dwellings closest to the wood, and Simon catches the scent of roasting meat on the breeze. It makes his mouth water and his stomach rumble. Families will be eating together soon. Later the children will sleep and the parents and older folk will gather at the well to talk and tell stories. Stories of their lives, what has happened to them in the heat of the day. Stories of the past too, tales of their ancestors and the courses of the stars. And, most important of all, the legends and myths handed down through the generations.


    Simon is still too young to attend such gatherings, and his mother never has. This is one of the things that sets them apart from the others. Recently too, his father has visited the well less frequently.


    A sudden throb of longing for home pulses through his blood, and he knows he will have to make the attempt soon. Once the meals are eaten and the pots cleared away, his chance of finding his parents again without discovery will be gone.


    The decision is made. Breath catching in his throat, Simon makes his slow way towards the shadowed well. Somehow he needs to slip around it, use the outer path along the houses, and get home that way. He needs to find out what has happened. Every step is loud in his own ears and he is sure that each moment will bring a shout and the sound of heavy paces towards him. He never once imagines that such discovery might be not by an enemy but by a friend. Here he has none. Once, an owl swoops past his shoulder and he nearly yells, but cuts the sound off just in time.


    At the far side of the well, Simon hesitates, glancing left and right before stepping out into the clearing before the houses. As he takes a first step, a sound to his right slams him back into the shadows once more. Two men walk past on their way from the fields, talking and laughing together. Between them, they carry the yoke of a plough. It must have broken and they have decided to bring it home for mending. He holds his breath, praying they won’t hear him.


    Opposite Simon’s hiding place, they pause and the taller of the two gestures towards the well. Simon freezes, hands clutching at the rounded stones behind, wishing he could vanish entirely into the murky depths of water.


    “Ach no.” The stockier man spits at his feet. “Leave the drinking till the gathering later. There’ll be water enough then. Ale, too, if you’re lucky.”


    A bark of laughter follows, and the two of them move away, still talking. Simon closes his eyes and offers a prayer of thanks to the merciful gods protecting him this night.


    Listening hard for another moment, he hears no more human sounds. So, crouching low, he runs across the clearing to the launderer’s home, ducking down below window level to avoid detection. He can hear the launderer inside, cursing, and the sound of his wife’s mocking reply. The smell of cooking is now almost unbearable to Simon’s empty stomach.


    He keeps close to the ground and creeps as far as possible along the walls before coming to the gap at the easternmost end of the village. He is now a few dwellings down and across the main track from home.


    Steadying his breath, he is still unable to stop the uncontained beating of his heart. He checks the roadway and sees no one. No villager, no soldier, no stranger. It strikes him as odd, but he doesn’t question it.


    He hunkers down and, making himself as invisible as possible, darts across the lane. In his eagerness, Simon almost falls, before stumbling through the opening left by the smashed door. He is home.


    A moment later and he realises he should have checked first for danger. But no hands reach out to grasp him and no barked command releases a soldier into cruel action. He is alone.


    Blinking, Simon stares around the interior. Of course the only light is once again the moon. Unlike the other homes in the village, no torchlight flickers. What he sees—or the shadows of what he sees—makes him tremble. Where he expected familiarity, he finds none; the table lies smashed in two across the floor, and the pots and crockery are scattered with it. He steps forward and his foot meets a mound of roughness. Touching it, he realises it’s one of his mother’s small tapestries—he doesn’t know which one—torn from the wall near the door. As he lifts it up, part of it falls away and he sees it has been ripped through the middle. Simon closes his eyes and hugs it, trying to catch the faint scent of his mother. But there is nothing there.


    Still clutching the material to his chest, he waits for the darkness to grow more penetrable before continuing his discovery of what the soldiers have done. As far as he can tell, they have destroyed or damaged everything. Even the linen on his parents’ bed. Even the harvesting tools. And his mother’s precious herb pots have been smashed, their contents scattered amongst the broken crockery. He must take care as he walks.


    And all the time, questions dance in Simon’s brain. Why have they done this? Why has their lord turned against them now? And who is the stranger?


    When he comes to the sleeping area, the curtain has gone and the bed is nothing more than a pile of ripped cloth and hay. He is just about to turn aside, and puzzling if he dares go near the castle to see if his parents are imprisoned there, when he hears a scuffling sound. Followed closely by a sigh.


    Swinging around, he sees the bed-clothes are moving. He is poised to run once more when his father’s voice echoes through the air.


    “Simon? Is that you?”


    “Yes,” he says. “Yes, father, it’s me.”


    Crouching down, Simon sees pale fingers reach out from under the cloths. He leans forward to help but the dark mound rises, throwing off the bed-clothes, and swoops towards him. The impetus propels them both back and he lands with a thud against the far wall, his father’s face only inches from his own. He can smell sweat and the staleness of dried blood.


    “It’s your fault,” Simon’s father whispers and his words make Simon begin to cry and shake. “All of this. It’s your fault.”


    “I d-don’t understand,” Simon snivels. “I d-don’t… Where’s my mother?”


    Simon’s father slams him hard against the wall and then shoves him to one side, so he falls and scrabbles amongst the crockery and rushes.


    “At the castle,” he growls. “Where do you think, you stupid little…?”


    He drags Simon to his feet again. Simon closes his eyes and braces himself for more knocks, but feels none. Instead, gripping him so he can’t move, his father unleashes a torrent of low words, only some of which he can understand.


    “Yes, it’s your fault. We were good, we were happy together before you arrived. She and I, we meant something. I’d never met anyone like her before, I’d never… And then she wanted a child, she wanted you, knowing what it would mean. Knowing that as you grew up, you might share some of her…powers, and as you reached puberty, so would her own gifting grow. Until it couldn’t be unnoticed, until what she is can no longer go unpunished. Tomorrow, Simon, your mother must die. She must die, and I will have to watch it.”


    Simon is crying now, sobbing and panting like a helpless baby, but his father has not finished yet.


    “I hate you for what you’ve done,” he says, teeth clenched. “I hate you, and I swear by the gods and all the stars above that I want to see you no longer.”


    With that, Simon’s father at last releases him, slaps him across the face with the back of his hand and pushes him down onto the floor. Simon has no notion of what he might do. He can’t think, can’t feel.


    “Please,” he begs him. “Please…”


    “No. Be silent.” He slaps Simon once more, this time on the mouth so he tastes blood. All his words—if Simon even had any—vanish.


    Simon’s father stands up. Simon remains, trembling, at his feet.


    “There is more,” he whispers, hands flickering to his head in the light from the window. “More I must do now. More I must say. Your mother…your mother cannot do for you what should be done because you are a half-breed. That gifting is lost to her now. She has—in the brief moment we had together—she has given it to me to carry. She knew you would come back. But I cannot hold it long. It will destroy me. What is to be done must be done. And quickly.”


    Then Simon’s father grabs him. Whimpering, he tries to get away, but has nowhere to go. His father straddles him where he lies and grasps his right hand. The hold is painful, almost making him cry out, and he is breathing heavily as if he has run many field lengths.


    His father lays Simon’s hand against his head, squeezing his fingers flat on his temple. Light—strange light—begins to sparkle and leap from his skin to Simon’s, burning a path along his arm and up to his shoulder. There it crackles and hisses, forks a lightning flash across Simon’s neck and into his head. He feels its energy searing the flesh and opens his mouth to scream, but no sound emerges.


    “There, take the gifting,” his father speaks, but Simon hears his voice as if from an impossible distance. “Take it all.”


    And then he is beyond hearing. Water roars in his head and his thoughts explode into a life and terror he has never known before. He sees images of things he has never seen—mountains, close up, shadowy people and a great, overpowering light; unimaginable birds, the death of stars and a darkness so heavy it crushes him; animals as tall as the tallest oak, rivers with no end and a flame that does not die.


    All these things gather in Simon’s head so he thinks he will die from the wild, pulsating strangeness. And at last, when he can bear no more of it, blackness surrounds him and welcomes him into its bleak embrace.


    When he wakes, he knows that he’s only been unconscious for a little while. His thoughts feel as if they’ve been cleansed in a swift-flowing stream and put back in his head in a new order. Things seem sharper, more alive. And also more dangerous.


    He gets to his feet, swaying before he finds his balance. The world swings before righting itself again. Still, everything remains different.


    To the left, something—someone—groans. It’s his father. Kneeling down, Simon put a hand on his chest and an ear to his lips, and finds he is breathing easily. Whatever he has done to Simon, it has not harmed him.


    His own heart is beating quickly, and he is torn between decisions when his father’s fingers fling his arm away.


    “Get out,” he whispers. “Get out. I don’t want to see you here again.”


    “But… Please… I…”


    “Get out.”


    Simon runs. Sobs tearing at his chest and head pulsating with strange life, he runs. He doesn’t care who is there to see him or what they might do, but there is no one. This time, he doesn’t take the path to the woods. Instead he turns right and races past the hop-fields, then the corn meadow, across the river and towards the castle. The path carries danger, but instinct drives him.


    At last, he finds a place between two jagged rocks draped with weeds beyond the lookout’s range. From here he can see the castle and not be seen. Its towers rise up against the moon and he catches the murmuring of soldiers and women when the breeze comes his way.


    There, his head still throbbing with images and light, Simon sleeps as best he may until the dawn.


    The sound of drumming and the shouts of soldiers wake him. His whole body is stiff from having slept between the two rocks and he struggles to free himself. On the track beneath, he sees groups of ones and twos, villagers heading to the castle. The drumming draws them. For them to be here now, it must have been playing for some time and Simon has, despite himself, been too deeply asleep to be roused.


    Throat dry, he half-walks, half-tumbles down the hillside. Dawn is just beginning and the grass is wet with dew. It stains knees and fingers. He keeps to the bushes above the track, as he does not know what the villagers might do if they spot him. All the time, his mind is humming with a sound he can’t fathom.


    A quarter of a story’s length brings him to the outskirts of the public grounds. Beyond this, the stone bulk and turrets of the castle loom dark in the morning glow, like a storm about to break. The drumming now is so loud that it is almost unbearable.


    Simon hides in the tall grasses to the south side of the grounds, and watches. Nearly all the village is gathered, with only a few stragglers still to come. He does not think of his father. Energy that he’s never seen before crackles amongst the people, and its blue-green light touches arms and hands and faces, though he doesn’t understand why nobody flinches or calls out in surprise. It speaks of excitement and a kind of horrified expectation. Once the zigzag flash streaks towards him and he raises his hands to protect himself. But when he dares to glance again, it has gone. He does not know what has repelled it.


    The drumming stops, and their lord strides into the clearing. The sudden silence wraps around him like a cloak, though he needs no further adornment, dressed as he is in gold and green. The morning sun glints from his richly patterned scabbard, and his dark hair is sleeked back and fastened with fire-stones. Simon has never seen him wear such things before and, for the first time, he notices he is beautiful.


    Behind him march the soldiers. They too wear the green and gold, but they are not helmeted; the day does not merit that honour. One of them carries a long, knotted rope and in their midst stumbles, rather than walks, Simon’s mother.


    He wants to cry out, warn her, but he doesn’t know how to, or what to say. Instead, from his mouth arches a golden rainbow shot through with pockets of darkness. It flies through the air and trees and people until it reaches her. As it touches her cheek, she starts and he sees the matted blood staining her hair and the torn garments she wears. Glancing only once in Simon’s direction, she smiles and stands taller for a moment amongst her captors. Then the light between them vanishes, his mother slumps and Simon’s cry, if such there had been, dies on his lips.


    The lord gestures towards the soldiers, and the stranger—he who has ruined Simon’s family—steps out from behind them. He does not look at Simon. Instead he gazes at the crowd huddled together in the dawn chill and addresses them. As he does so, a murmur flows through the people; they have expected the lord to speak first, as is his honour and his obligation.


    “Welcome here this auspicious morning,” the tall man says. “I am happy to be amongst you today. Your noble lord tells me it is some considerable time since this ritual has been performed. It is good for me to help you re-establish it once more.”


    He pauses and the murmur fades. Though whether this is because the villagers are cowed by the air of authority he possesses, or because they are eager to hear him out, Simon cannot tell.


    “As you know, this woman,” he nods towards Simon’s mother, but her head is bowed so she doesn’t see the gesture, “this woman has committed acts of perfidy among you, endangering both your good reputations and the innocence of your souls. She stands accused of dabbling in your minds with the secrets of the black arts, secrets that should have been driven from your country many generations ago. My own master—a great and powerful lord who lives far beyond the waters—has given me leave to use his powers for good to the utmost ends if need be. So, with the gracious permission of your own lord, I pronounce the sentence of death on this woman. Let her reap the wages of the evil she has sown.”


    The crowd gasps, and Simon is panting hard, heart hammering so he fears it must be heard. Everything around him is red, a haze of fire. The lord begins to speak at last, but his words make no sense.


    “Let this woman be hanged from the tree of hanging until she is dead,” he declares. “Do it now.”


    No.


    Simon’s cry echoes in his thoughts but is drowned by the roar of approval from the people.


    He rises up. The soldiers grab his mother’s hair. The crowd surges forward. They block his view. His mother screams. Once. He wants to see. He doesn’t want to see. A snake of rope is flung upwards. Piercing the air above the crowd. It catches the hanging branch. Drapes over it and down. Simon fights his way amongst the people. They don’t notice him. His mother appears again. The soldiers wrestle her to the tree. Rope is looped around her neck and her hands are tied. He can’t breathe. Can’t think. His chest aches. Just the last few people to crush his way by, just the last few. His mother steps up onto the death-stool. Her head is held high. She glances once into the crowd and looks away. Finally he tears past the outside of the surging masses. The stool is pushed away. His mother falls. Spiralling to earth but never reaching it. Never reaching it. He’s in the clear now.


    No.


    This time he’s found his voice. His mother is still falling. Simon begins to run towards her. The stranger laughs. He is so close to her. He reaches up. Simon screams. The stranger takes hold of his mother’s twisting body. He pulls down sharply. Simon hears a crack, as loud to him as thunder, and her body is still.


    He freezes in his tracks. One heartbeat, two, and his mind is filled with unbearable fire. Turning, he vomits onto the ground, stomach heaving with the effort.


    For a long moment, everything is silent. He swings around, tears making his face wet, and with the taste of staleness on his tongue. The stranger is still smiling, one hand resting on his mother’s leg.


    “Don’t touch her!” Simon’s voice breaks the impasse, and the tall man raises his other hand. The one holding the cane.


    As if this is a signal Simon hasn’t understood, a rock flies through the air and cuts his neck. When he looks around, he sees that the man who has thrown it is his father. His hair is wild and his face is tracked with dirt. Bending down, he picks up another stone, and Simon takes a step back, towards the grasses.


    “Get out!” he yells and his voice is a high, unearthly wail. “Get out.”


    He hurls the pebble at Simon. It is followed by another, and then another as the crowd follows his example. This time, Simon turns to run, the onslaught of stones beating, cutting, wounding his flesh.


    As he scrambles over grasses and moss and rocks, up to the track and safety, he hears behind him the strange chant of the tall man.


    “Purge the evil from your midst! Purge it and be clean.”


    It is then that he understands that he will never see his home again.


    


    Johan


    No. He can feel Simon’s pain ripping through him. The hillside they are scrambling up disappears and they land on cool earth, face up, staring at blue sky. I should have been able to help my mother, I should have… The sky rolls away, but nothing is left in its place except the pounding of their hearts. No.


    Simon.


    Johan mind-thinks his name in an effort to bring the man back; any more of this and the danger is too great for them both. His cry thunders in their heads and is written before them in the sudden darkness: yellow on black. As they launch themselves to their feet, the ground beneath vanishes. The scribe flings out his hands and his fingers clutch the yellow S of Simon. The next moment he is falling into the brightness of his name. It swallows him up.


    Fire, burning and light. An unexpected lurch and the falling sensation stops. Johan feels the sea-air on his cheek and hears the song of birds. Opening his eyes, he knows they are in the boat once more, Simon’s fingers still pressed against his forehead.


    Simon is sobbing, breath coming in gasps, his body shaking, his face wet. “I-I c-can’t… I d-don’t… know … I…”


    “It’s all right. I’m here.” Johan releases his hand and grips the other man by the shoulder. “Cry, Simon. You need to cry. It’s all right to do that.”


    It takes a while until his companion’s breath grows steadier. Johan is glad of the respite. This last story has been a strong one.


    “Do you want to sleep?” he asks.


    “No.” Simon shakes his head. He looks lighter as if something that has been pressing down for too long a time has at last been lifted. Johan understands that. “No, I don’t feel tired. I feel alive, Johan. Alive. Did you…? Did you see what I saw?”


    “Yes. You shared your story with me. I saw it all. Felt a little of what you felt also. Simon, though in my own land I never knew her well, I’m sorry for what happened to your mother.”


    The scribe nods. “As am I. Thank you. But I still don’t understand. Why the stranger came, who he was, or what happened to me. Though… It was to do with the wars, wasn’t it? Between Gelahn and your people. But the tall man wasn’t…”


    “Wasn’t Gelahn himself.” Johan finishes the sentence and brushes one slow hand through his hair. “No. But he worked for the mind-executioner. As some do. And was empowered to do his bidding. Your mother was not the first of us he killed in your country. Nor the last either. But I am sorry for it. And for what you had to go through.”


    “And what about my father’s “gift”?” Simon asks. “I have never understood what he meant, nor afterwards why he should turn against me.”


    Johan frowns. There is much here that Simon does not know. “I am not as sure as you that your father did turn against you. The power of the gifting is a blessing to a mind-dweller but a burden and a curse to those without that ability. Your father must have carried it in trust for you through that night on your mother’s behalf; it would have all but driven him mad.”


    Still his companion is not convinced. “But the rock he threw. Surely he must have hated me then.”


    “Or perhaps he was simply forcing you to escape. If you had stayed, it may well be that Gelahn’s man would have killed you, too, once he’d understood the power you had received, giving you the maturity of a mind-dweller before you were ready for it. I see now also how much your father loved your mother—and it is true that your presence would have made her powers more evident, more open to discovery—so he might have been angry with you through no fault of your own. But that rock may still have saved you, Simon.”


    “I see,” Simon speaks slowly and the frown he has been wearing clears. “But tell me about my mother’s gifting. I need to know.”


    Johan smiles. “She was a brave woman and had great trust in you. The powers that we have are there in us at birth—as your childhood experiences tell you—but it is only when we are old enough that we grow into the full gifting of them with the help of our parents, and those around us. When your mother died, you were still not of an age to understand them but she gifted her abilities to you anyway, through your father. She must have hoped that they would not destroy you, but would help your own powers to grow and make you the man you are now. And she was proved right in her hope. After… After a fashion.”


    At this caveat, Simon grimaces. He closes his eyes for a moment and Johan senses that his mother’s face is there in the darkness with him.


    “She loved me,” he says, letting the words linger, “and she gave me herself. And, perhaps, my father loved me enough to allow it.”


    “That is right. And I am glad of it. For your sake, and, I hope, for Gathandria’s.”


    Simon laughs. “Thank you. Thank you more than you can know. But what happens now? Must we travel further across the waters to reach our home?”


    “No,” Johan shakes his head. “Look about us and you will see that the depths and heights of your story have brought us more swiftly to our destination. But there is one further battle to undergo. May the gods preserve us all in the fighting of it.”


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter Seventeen: The Final Battle


    


    


    Simon


    It was true. His body must have understood for a while that the boat had stopped its slight rocking motion, but it was only now that his mind noticed also. He saw that the front of the boat had wedged against sand, soil, and grass. Beyond this, land stretched out, forming hillocks and small valleys, all of it leading in the distance to the most beautiful city he had ever seen. Gathandria. It stood high on a hill, glass buildings glittering in the touch of the sun. More of them together than he had ever seen in his life. Simon took a breath. This then was home. Of a sort. As he continued to stare, he realised that behind the beauty lay pain. The tall towers were broken, there were spaces where something had been destroyed, and the aura of blackness and gloom which lay over the place was unmistakeable. It assaulted him like a knife.


    The scribe turned away, sick to his stomach. Johan reached out and grasped his arm.


    “I know,” he said. “It is the war we have had to fight. You have to be strong, Simon. For all of us.”


    Glancing up, Simon saw his companion was not looking at him and he turned to follow the direction of Johan’s gaze.


    From the direction of the city, he saw a group of people hurrying towards them. Most were tall, thin, dressed in black, but one was shorter, more rounded. A woman. Her hair glowed red in the sunlight and she seemed to be shouting, gesticulating, but what the message might be he could not say.


    “Annyeke,” Johan said and Simon heard the smile in his voice. “She’s safe.”


    At the same time, he frowned as if receiving a message only he could hear. Clutching Simon’s arm, he spun around, facing the meadows and farmland.


    Two fields’ lengths away, a tall figure was striding towards them. Even at this distance, he could see the luxury of his cloak, its pentagon trim and the black and silver cane he carried. Simon’s skin grew cold.


    “The mind-executioner,” he whispered. “Do we fight him together, or alone?”


    Johan shook his head. “You must fight him alone, Simon. I’m sorry. I cannot help you now. You must take what you have learned and find a way to use it. Somehow. I…”


    


    Johan


    He breaks off. He sees that the enemy is not alone. Behind him and to one side, a woman follows. A woman with yellow hair. Isabella.


    And on the other side of them both is Ralph Tregannon.


    Simon jumps out of the boat, almost falling, but recovering himself just in time. Understanding nothing and with his heart pounding, Johan is close behind him.


    As his feet hit land, something in Simon changes. Johan can sense it. As if the man has reached a point where a path divides and has made a decision. To his surprise, he cannot tell what that decision is. Turning, Simon places his hand on Johan’s forehead.


    “Trust me,” he whispers.


    


    Simon


    Without waiting for any response, Simon broke the connection with Johan and strode up the hillocks towards Gelahn. He ignored Ralph. Or tried to. He wished he felt as confident as he’d sounded. He wished also that he knew what he’d meant by his words, but it was as if something inside had taken over, just for a moment, and he’d become another man. One he didn’t recognise.


    It didn’t last.


    Face to face with the mind-executioner, Simon found he had nothing to say. Gelahn smiled and lifted his mind-cane.


    “Don’t you understand that I am going to destroy you, Simon Hartstongue?” he said.


    Before he could answer, the ground beneath trembled and groaned as if it was giving birth, or as if thunder was pulsating from the soil instead of roaring from the sky.


    “What?”


    Simon grabbed for something to steady himself and his fingers brushed against Gelahn’s cane. The mind-executioner snarled and snatched it away but it was already too late for reprisals. A circle of swirling earth rose around them and dust scattered through the air before settling on hair, clothes, skin. Simon had to wipe his eyes before he could see again. He coughed until his throat was clean once more, and the air became breathable.


    When he next looked up, Simon saw that Gelahn was as calm and untroubled as if what had just happened had been nothing more than a stroll to the village well. Gathandria had disappeared. So had Johan, Ralph and what he could hardly believe had been Isabella too. Instead, around them both stood a circle of solid, grey figures, tall and swaying slightly. For a moment, he couldn’t place them and then he remembered: the mountain people, although now they were silent. The mountain no longer sang. However, the same feeling came over him that he had experienced before—a feeling of being in the presence of mystery, of being young and untried in the face of uncountable age.


    He knew without having to search for it that they could kill him in a moment if they chose to. Or if the mind-executioner willed it. Power surged through them; it was that which was making them sway. Simon found that his legs were unsteady and he sank to his knees.


    “There’s something,” he whispered. “Something… I…”


    The next moment he was lying across the ground. It felt cold to the touch. Struggling to sit up, Simon found he had no strength to do it. The mountain people were draining the power from him as they had done before.


    They’re working with Gelahn, he thought, and he had no means to fight it. But he had to do something before it was too late.


    His eyes fluttered shut. Sleep. Nothing else seemed to matter any more. The fight was surely over before it had fully begun. He didn’t even remember what it was they were fighting for. He stretched his fingers out. They seemed to hum and the image of the mind-cane flashed into his thoughts. And with it a precious knowledge.


    Simon’s eyes darted open and his hand grasped the shifting soil. The mountain people were all but upon him, one of them already at his feet.


    He opened his mouth. Spoke his words also directly to Gelahn’s mind, the first time he’d dared to do so.


    “The cane,” he whispered. “It does not belong to you.”


    The mind-executioner cursed, and the mountain people paused. The sun lit up their strange granite faces, and the hills and scars of their bodies. Simon’s throat felt as dry as stone. He could feel Gelahn capturing his thoughts, holding them, squeezing them. He cried out and the humming began again. The mountain men leaned towards him and the nearest one raised his foot to step nearer. Their unchanging faces were as hard as death itself and the scribe shrank back. At the same time, his mind split from Gelahn’s and he saw the mind-cane buck and dance in the executioner’s grip.


    His enemy took a step forward, his eyes as dark as winter. Simon’s fingers clutched at the soil. He brought the earth upwards.


    “Neither is this yours,” he said.


    His hand touched the nearest of the rock people. A sudden connection and Simon knew he was looking into the heart of the mountain man he’d met before. A flash and roar as if the ground itself was in rebellion. Then all was darkness.


    


    Annyeke


    Annyeke couldn’t help herself. Abandoning the elders, she ran towards Johan, ignoring the threat of Gelahn and his followers. Ignoring even the presence of the scribe, now striding towards the mind-executioner, and the mysterious appearance of Isabella.


    “Johan!” she yelled.


    He turned wild eyes upon her but only for a moment, as his gaze turned back to his sister. He stumbled towards Isabella just as Annyeke reached him. She grabbed his arm but before she could say anything, a roar of pain powered through her head. She fell to the ground and Johan tumbled with her. He was calling out his sister’s name. He smelled of the sea and his beard rasped against her face. She knew that the same pain was filling his head also. She wondered how Gelahn had found them so vulnerable, wondered how they could fight him.


    Then as suddenly as the pain had started, it was gone.


    She drew in a harsh breath.


    “Annyeke? Are you all right?”


    “Yes. Yes, I’m fine.” She nodded and he helped her to her feet. Even now, she found herself growing warm at his touch, damn her foolishness.


    “What in the gods’ names…?”


    She spun around to follow the direction of his gaze as, behind them, the elders’ footsteps grew closer.


    What she saw took all her words away. A cloud of darkness and flame hovered over the expanse of land from the sea towards the city. Simon, Gelahn and the others were nowhere to be seen.


    


    Simon


    At last the sun penetrated his surroundings again.


    He brought himself up to his knees and brushed away the tiny fragments of rock nestling in his hair. Beyond him Gelahn stood, his cane still raised, its carved silver top sparkling in the sunlight.


    “You haven’t killed me yet, then,” Simon muttered. “What’s the matter? Lost the heart for it?”


    Gelahn laughed and the world disappeared.


    Simon cried out and the wind whipped the sound out of hearing. His stomach lurched as he plunged downwards. He had no way of telling how long or how far he fell and kept on falling. Or where Gathandria had gone.


    Finally the headlong tumble came to an end. Simon hit something hard, which knocked the breath from his body in a long groan. The impact caused him to roll onto his back and slide sideways. A few moments later he was motionless again.


    Above, he could see the sky—a vast expanse of blue. No clouds, no birds, no wind. Silence.


    Sitting up, he turned over and the breath left his body once more. Instead of ground, he saw emptiness. The air sparkled, but he had no means of support. It was as it had been on the journey to the Kingdom of the Air.


    Lowering over him stood the mind-executioner. This time, he was leaning on the cane and his face was suffused with darkness. Simon thought that if he dared to brush against the man’s mind again, he might be lost in a world of fire, pain and greed. Consumed by it perhaps.


    “What do you want, Gelahn?” he whispered, all bravado gone.


    “Don’t use that name,” the mind-executioner leant forward and hissed, wild eyes glinting. “It is forbidden to you. And what I want is to understand the secrets you hold.”


    “I have no secrets.”


    “You lie.”


    Gelahn brought the cane upwards, dangerously close to Simon’s face. Its humming filled him. He didn’t know whether the cane would allow him to touch it and live as it had before. This time, he didn’t want to take that chance. His courage was gone. Simon tried to scramble to his feet, but a stinging slap from his enemy sent him reeling backwards.


    He hit the clear base beneath, but slid at an angle across the sky, one arm flung outwards and into a new sensation of emptiness. Finally, he’d reached the edge of the refuge.


    He only had a moment to let this fact register before Gelahn launched himself on top of him.


    Fighting against him to avoid plunging further, Simon could feel Gelahn’s mind-claws scrabbling at his thoughts. The mind-cane hissed and spat, but the executioner failed to gain an entry. Why didn’t Gelahn overpower him now? It should be easy.


    The scribe gasped as the pressure of his enemy’s weight propelled them both closer to the abyss. Now Simon’s shoulders were leaning into unsupported air.


    “Tell me,” the mind-executioner hissed, ignoring the danger only a heartbeat away. “Tell me the truths that you hold inside. Now.”


    “I—don’t—know—any.”


    A shadow passed over Gelahn’s face and he hauled Simon upwards. Simon could smell the wintergreen on his breath. His throat tightened and his heart began to race. What happened next was not what he expected.


    Gelahn gripped his body so the two of them were pinioned tight one to the other. Then he twisted over the edge, and plunged them both into the impossible depths below.


    “No!” Simon screamed but the words were torn away from his lips.


    The next moment, the mind-executioner pushed him away. As Simon tumbled free into empty air, his fingers slid against the cane. At once, the sound of singing within him, just as quickly cut off as Gelahn grabbed the cane back to himself. Still screaming, Simon flung out his arms. His whole body was tormented by falling. Then, without warning, his hand hit solid warmth, and something soft brushed against his cheek. Opening his eyes, streaming with tears now, he saw white. He was still falling, but more slowly. Controlled. He couldn’t understand what it was, but clung to it. The impossible dream of rescue.


    Staring upwards, he could see nothing but a deep, stark blue. No Gelahn, no mind-cane. But still his hand clutched softness. Strength also. It was then that he became aware once more of the singing. Now he remembered what it was. He turned to look at whatever it was he held on to and saw the truth of it.


    A dark eye, slanted beak and white wing. No, not just one, but many, many scores of them. Bearing him with their wings and carrying him gently downwards.


    The snow-ravens.


    Something in Simon’s stomach stirred in response to their insistent music, and he felt the bitterness within. But the taste in his mouth was sweet.


    “Thank you,” he whispered, muscles in arms and neck unclenching at last. “Thank you.”


    A sudden jolt and the breath was punched out of him once more. He had landed. Somewhere. The ravens released their hold, wings brushing against his skin as they folded them home. It felt like the gentlest breeze.


    Another wing brushed Simon’s hair, this time insistently, as if to attract his attention. One of the birds hopped across his vision. Larger than the others, his expression piercing. He recognised their leader. His eye met Simon’s, and darkness shivered around him. Darkness and clarity. Free of fear. Then, with another beat of his wings, the snow-raven took flight. The other birds followed. First one, then another and another, until all of them had disappeared back into the sky. He watched them until they were no longer in view.


    It didn’t take long for the heat to sear his consciousness. The ground was burning him up. As it had been in the desert. He forced himself to stand, though he could still feel the warmth through the leather of his shoes. It was then that Simon saw him.


    Gelahn.


    “Do you want to kill me?” Simon asked. “But my stories and their power won’t let you? Or…Or is it the mind-cane itself that frustrates your desire?”


    If he had hoped to goad the other man, his hope was thwarted. Gelahn merely smiled and lifted the cane into his other hand. The lilting song of the movement stormed Simon’s thoughts for an agonising moment before it stilled again.


    “Rather,” he said, “it is how I plunder those I intend to kill. Servants, like Ralph and Isabella, can be found anywhere, given time. Enemies are rarer.”


    The mention of Ralph’s name caused Simon to take a step back. “How can I be an enemy when in the end your power over me is absolute? You could destroy me any time you wish, both body and soul. Or so you say. Is your power weaker than it was, Gelahn?”


    A moment’s hesitation, smile forgotten, and the cane slid from Gelahn’s hand. He caught it with his other and by the time Simon looked at his face again, the smile had returned.


    “Ah,” he said. “The game is not wholly in the kill, but in the hunt.”


    Simon stepped back once more, feet burning where he stood.


    “So,” he shrugged, “where will the next game be?”


    


    Johan


    “Where is Isabella? Simon? What’s happening?” Johan runs towards the wall of flame and night, heedless of Annyeke’s shouted warning.


    It’s too late. A sudden force knocks him off his feet again, and he lands on his back on the soil, winded. Annyeke rushes to help.


    “It’s a mind-wall,” she says, although he has already realised it. “A strong one. You can’t get through.”


    That much is obvious. Johan has never seen anything so powerful, or so terrifying.


    “Isabella,” he whispers. “Did you see her? Is she…alive?”


    “I don’t know. It might be a trick. Something to weaken us.”


    “Where are they?” he stares around wildly. “Where are Isabella and Simon?”


    “The enemy has them behind his defences,” the voice belongs to the First Elder and Johan looks at him, automatically giving him the due obeisance. It feels good to see his rulers after so long. “They are as yet unharmed.”


    By his side, Johan is aware that Annyeke is as still as ice. She makes no move to respond to the elder. Something has happened, but the situation is too out-of-control to seek answers. Also there is something odd about her, as if in his absence she has discovered another kind of strength. Surely Annyeke is strong enough for five Gathandrians in any case. Still, no time for anything but the immediate crisis.


    “But for how long will they remain so?” he thinks aloud, preferring the more clean-cut medium of spoken words to the intimacy of a thought exchange. “We must do something. Simon and…and Isabella will need us. Tregannon too. The enemy’s mind must be dark indeed to produce this effect so quickly. What about the mind-circle?”


    The elder’s face turns pale and he seems to withdraw into himself. Annyeke snorts and pushes back her auburn hair.


    “It hasn’t been doing everything it’s meant to do,” she says. “There’ve been problems. And besides Duncan Gelahn has had good reason for his hatred of us.”


    Johan gasps and waits for the elders to reprimand her foolishness in saying the enemy’s name. Instead there is silence. He makes a mental note to speak to his subordinate if they survive this.


    In the meantime, the heat and anger from the mind-wall is rising. Something needs to be done and soon.


    


    Simon


    Simon wondered what Gelahn had in mind.


    The executioner’s eyes sparkled. “Can you not tell by now, Simon Hartstongue? The game has already begun.”


    Then he vanished.


    In his place, a wall of fire sprang up. Like the desert one, but a hundred times nearer and more powerful. The heat drove Simon backwards, and he was forced to shield his face from the unearthly glare. In his blindness, he stumbled over someone lying recumbent on the ground.


    Someone he knew. It was Ralph.


    “Ralph.” Hunkering down, Simon shook his arm but gained no response. “Ralph! Get up—we have to go.”


    As the tongues of flame surged closer—he felt the heat all but licking the back of his neck—the Lammas Master groaned and stirred.


    “Ralph!”


    His eyes flickered open and gazed into Simon’s. The ground was smouldering beneath them. It scalded the scribe’s fingers as they touched the soil. Ralph cried out and struggled upwards. Simon grabbed him.


    “You have to help me,” he panted. “I don’t have the strength to carry you.”


    Reaching up, Ralph clung to his arm and somehow the two of them managed to rise to a standing position. Simon could see his leg had twisted slightly and their first step away from the fire sent a spasm of agony across his features.


    “Come on,” Simon grunted. “Hold onto me. We’ll die if we stay.”


    The two men started to limp away from the heat. Ralph’s arm lay heavy across his shoulders. He had no idea where they might go. The very earth seemed to be on fire and the memory this brought back of heat and dryness, desert and death was too overwhelming to dwell on.


    Without warning, Ralph stopped. Simon tried to drag him onwards, but he pulled back. His vision was filled with fire. Red and orange, with strange flashes of green here and there. An energy source he couldn’t see. The sweat poured down his face and body. It was the same for Ralph too.


    Run, Simon. Save yourself!


    The words punched through his brain and it was all he could do not to obey the seduction in them.


    Run.


    The voice was Gelahn’s. All this time Simon had wondered why the mind-executioner did not overpower his thoughts, but he had already been there. Inside his inner being. Simon had thought he was safe but, without knowing it, his defences had already been breached.


    Still, a breach need not mean capitulation.


    From somewhere he found the strength to focus. The image that sprang up first was the mind-cane.


    No, he thought in answer to Gelahn’s words. No, I will not run.


    Suddenly a high-pitched rhythmic wail rang out above the roar of the flames. It pierced him. Flesh and bone and spirit. Despite his own bravado, he let Ralph go and pressed his hands to his ears to try to deaden the sound. At the same time, the fire rushed towards them, swallowing up the last few yards. Just before being overwhelmed by its ravenous crimson mouth, Simon grabbed Ralph where he staggered beside him.


    The next moment, all the world sang with fiery noise. The fire tracked through, worse than everything that he had experienced on this wild journey. It didn’t burn skin or flesh. Rather it burned the inner man. Blood and bone, thought and memory cried out for release but found none. He opened his mouth to scream but fire filled his throat and lungs, burnt a path to his stomach, and beyond. His body was burning up, but when he looked down, his skin was pure and whole. Ralph, too, was screaming, flames darting from his eyes and hair, but all Simon heard was the roar of the fire.


    His whole life became crimson then. Imagination crackled and memory bubbled over into scorching pools, which his mind couldn’t touch. Couldn’t bear to. Childhood. His mother’s death. The gifting. How Simon had betrayed it. How he’d tried so hard not to. But not hard enough. Not hard enough. Ralph. The deaths he’d caused. His first murder. And the last—the blacksmith’s woman. Most recent of all, the loss of Carthen. This last tore at Simon the most until he cried again, and his tears weren’t wet, but dry, piercing his face. Each memory the mind accessed was built on fire and replete with agony.


    The facts of the past were moulding together, whirling in a strange all-consuming fire. Spinning faster and faster until his mother became his gifting, Ralph became death, and murder took the face of Carthen. It was impossible to survive this. Longing for oblivion, Simon found it wouldn’t come.


    Instead, dark spots began to appear in the middle of the flame. Every now and then a flash of something other than fire. An impression of coolness. He grabbed at it. Missed. Cried out as the movement caused more flame to lick its way within him. The dark coolness came again and this time his fingers touched it before it vanished.


    But with each lunge, he grew weaker. Some spaces held no words, only images he couldn’t interpret, or remember. An impression of the people he’d glimpsed in the desert. And when he saw them, the high-pitched wailing pierced him once more. Is this where they had been banished to? Then Simon still had enough mind to pity them. By the fourth lunge, he was down on his knees and sobbing more dry, hot tears which only brought further pain. The fifth found him lying stretched out within the fire, struggling to reach the pockets of coolness when they appeared in his mind.


    Oh gods, Simon prayed, help me.


    A dark area opened up inches from his fingers and he reached for it before it passed by. Its coolness lapped at his thoughts and a rush of water went through him. Love.


    Love. The word exploded inside and sparkles of ice scattered around Simon’s blood. For a moment, strength returned. When the next darkness floated into view, he launched himself at it, both arms grasping for its sanctuary.


    It clung to the skin. An image. This time of a person he knew, and remembered only too well.


    Carthen.


    His expression pinioned Simon. Sent an arrow of regret and pain through the fire and into the heart. For he was there, and not there. the scribe would one day go to him, but knew the boy could never cross through to be here again.


    “Carthen,” he whispered and discovered that this time he could speak the words into the temporary refuge he had found. “I’m sorry. For it all. I’m sorry I couldn’t help you come through this. Something of myself will always be with you. In the fire. In the desert. I swear it.”


    For a heartbeat longer, Carthen’s eyes stared blankly at him. Then he was gone.


    Carthen.


    Simon’s next breath released flame from his throat. It powered through his mouth and disappeared into the darkening air. A stirring then in his body, and it seemed as if fire gathered itself from every corner of his flesh, rushed into his centre and flooded upwards and outwards through his mouth again. He lay winded on ground that was no longer burning, but cool, enticing and soft. His mouth tasted of charred skin and blood.


    Opening his eyes, Simon saw Ralph. He was close enough to touch, if he’d had the strength to do it. The Overlord’s hair was burned and parts of his flesh still smouldered, but he was breathing. Simon wondered what other damage he himself had taken, but found he was only glad to be alive. Nothing more mattered.


    He coughed. Ralph stirred and then looked at him. For a moment, it was as if he might speak, but with a sudden burst of noise, he vanished.


    In his place the shadow of something blocking out the sun. Gelahn.


    Lunging forward, the scribe grabbed the mind-executioner’s leg, sending the cane clattering to one side. He had a glimpse of lips pursed tight, a sensation of shock, and then Gelahn kicked him away. A small, brief victory, but a victory nonetheless.


    Simon collapsed back where he’d been lying. “You’re not always so all-seeing then, Gelahn. Are you? Why is it that you could not sense what I would do? And what have you done with Ralph?”


    The only answer was a harsh curse and another sly kick. Then Gelahn smiled and something in Simon trembled.


    “You ask too many questions,” the mind-executioner said.


    With impossible speed, he picked up the cane and slammed it against Simon’s face.


    His mind caved in, and vanished. In its emptiness were starlight and the blackest night, air and earth, water and fire. All the places of the world he knew and all those beyond that he didn’t. He took in a breath which contained everything he had ever imagined and…


    He was back in his body again, the cane nestled by his side. Gelahn, brow furrowed and eyes glinting, snatched it away. It bucked in his grip twice before becoming motionless.


    Before Simon could speak, Gelahn took two steps back and spat on the earth, which still glowed with the heat of its recent ordeal.


    “There is yet the final game,” he said.


    


    Annyeke


    The men had done nothing, and Annyeke groaned inside. Even Johan looked as if a decision or some kind of response to the mind-executioner’s wall was only a distant dream to him. And every moment lost was a moment when Simon, Isabella and even Tregannon continued to be more fully in danger.


    It might well be up to her then.


    As the darkness roared and spat, she turned to the First Elder, feeling the air between them full of complications.


    “The mind-circle,” she said, her thoughts racing ahead towards possibilities, hope. “The power it gave me. Can we use it somehow?”


    “What power?” This from Johan. Annyeke glanced at him but thought it would take too long to explain. His aura was a solid blue, she noticed, but dark, despairing.


    The First Elder was already answering her.


    “I don’t know,” he said. “This has never happened before. Gods preserve us, much of this has never happened before.”


    Annyeke shrugged. “Well, we’ll have to deal with it without the benefit of tradition then. Maybe it’s about time for that too. What I suggest is this. If we link our minds together, we’ll have more strength. When we’re joined, I can touch Gelahn’s mind-wall, focus the power through. It might destroy it, or at the very least give us access to what’s going on there.”


    Johan shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but it’s too dangerous. We can’t risk it.”


    “Even though it’s your sister in there as well?” Annyeke replied. “And bearing in mind all the risks you’ve taken just to get Simon here?”


    He tightened his lips and took a step back, but said nothing. To her surprise, it was the First Elder who came to stand beside her.


    “Annyeke is right,” he said. “We have to do it. We don’t have much time.”


    She swallowed. There was a long road between knowing a course of action was best and actually doing it. Still that had never stopped her before. She swung around.


    “Thank you,” she said. “In that case, we link up, as near to the wall as possible. When I’m ready, I’ll… I’ll touch it and we’ll see if it works.”


    A few moments later, the elders, Johan and she were standing in a semicircle as near to the wall as possible. The noise made the hair on her scalp itch, but Annyeke tried her best to ignore it. She linked hands with the First Elder, standing next to her, and watched as the others did likewise. Just before she closed her eyes, she glanced at Johan and he nodded at her.


    Then the ancient power took over, but in a more demanding way that she’d ever experienced before. She almost cried out, nearly broke the link, as great swathes of red, green, and silver poured through her mind. All the essence of the elders, and Johan, too, joined with her own, and only the strong grip of the First Elder’s hand kept her in herself.


    But not just herself. There was something greater insider her now. The song of the mind-circle grew louder and more insistent as it linked the minds of the Gathandrians with its own special harmony. Annyeke could see mountains and streams and forests, great cities rising and falling, their peoples flourishing for a moment before vanishing to make way for the next. She could see the birth and death of stars, the nations of the skies and how they mirrored the earth and the places underneath the earth.


    She smiled. Everything seemed possible now. She opened her eyes. Reached out her free hand and placed her fingers on the mind-wall’s wild darkness.


    


    Simon


    No sooner had the mind-executioner spoken than Simon knew he was somewhere else. And this time he felt no sensation of movement. The cool air made him shiver and he glanced around. Gelahn was sitting a few yards away, in the shade of an elm tree, its trunk laced with wintergreen. The sharp aroma assaulted his senses.


    He sat up. His mind felt raw, tentative. He drew in a deep breath and his blood pulsed a warning. Ignoring it, Simon gazed around, trying to understand where Gelahn had taken them now.


    The final game—whatever that, gods preserve them, might mean—found Simon and Gelahn on a small expanse of land surrounded by water. Only a few elms, an outcrop of rock, and a scattering of the dreaming herb. A stab of longing for its acidity and soft pleasures took him, but he knew such an act would be foolish. He needed his wits about him.


    The mind-executioner’s eyes followed Simon as he rose to his feet—he could feel Gelahn’s gaze on his back as he made his slow way to the water. But the executioner said nothing. This silence made him shiver and he tried to concentrate on something else. The water smelled differently from the sea that Johan and he had crossed. Hunkering down, he drifted his hand through it and licked his fingers. That was it. No salt. This water was fresh. Like the rivers at home—or where home had used to be—but with something more. A sweet aftertaste. An echo of honey.


    As Simon continued to gaze, silver flashes began to appear in his view. First one, then another and another, until he realised that all the water was full of them. Teeming with life.


    “The thought-fish,” he whispered as he let his hand fall back into its depths. “They are here. With me, when I need them perhaps.”


    The sound of footsteps behind him.


    He turned around and looked straight at Gelahn. Without waiting for the executioner to speak, Simon brought up his hand from the water and flung the droplets at him. The thought-fish streaked from his fingers, piercing Gelahn’s flesh and then vanishing. Gelahn staggered backwards and raised the mind-cane for protection. At the same time, Simon launched himself at his stomach and tumbled them both onto the damp grasses. The advantage of surprise gave him the momentary upper hand and he slammed Gelahn into the ground.


    “I’ve had enough,” he hissed, bringing his face as close to the executioner’s as he dared. “This time, I want an answer.”


    Hardly believing it might work, but knowing the anger was a victory in itself, Simon pressed his fingers to the side of Gelahn’s head and forced their minds together.


    A moment of pain beyond anything he had ever experienced, the realisation that he wasn’t ready for this—might never be ready for it—and the mind-executioner had hurtled him off and back into his own thoughts. Gelahn stood, snarled, took a pace towards him.


    Simon knew he was lost. There would be no mercy.


    What happened next shocked him.


    Without warning, the world splintered, sunlight driving a dagger through air and flinging the two men outward. Simon’s body was falling, impossibly slow and then impossibly fast, spinning out of control.


    As quickly as it had begun, the sensation of falling stopped. All Simon could hear was the gentle hushing of a breeze. All he could smell was the tang of salt and grasses. When he opened his eyes, took a breath, he could see they were back where he and Johan had first landed. Gathandria—the shore, the hills and, in the distance, the city.


    


    Johan


    He doesn’t know what Annyeke has done, or even how she’s done it, but a sudden roar and the mind-wall subsides. Johan sees Simon lying prone on the ground. Next to him is the enemy and, beyond them, Tregannon. And Isabella.


    Isabella.


    Simon scrambles to his feet, sways, gains his balance again. The mind-cane shimmers in the light of the sun, and Johan hears the wild humming of music. Thinking he might have one chance only, he runs towards the cane, pushing past Simon as he does so.


    A moment later, he is at Gelahn’s side. He doesn’t dare touch the cane, but he makes to nudge it away from the enemy’s reach with his foot. Simon cries a warning. At the same time, a dart of flame leaps from the cane’s ebony surface and the singing grows to a roar. Johan yells out and falls backwards, landing half on the ground and half on the enemy.


    The mind-executioner grabs him with one hand, rolls over and snatches up his cane with the other. He brings it towards Johan’s head. At the same time Simon leaps towards them both.


    “Don’t touch him!”


    As the cry dies from Simon’s lips, he lands between the two men and brings his hand onto the enemy’s where he holds his instrument of death. Winded still, Johan sees the executioner’s grimace as he fights the scribe, the sheen of sweat and blood on his forehead. The mind-cane hisses and spits, the roar a song again, but wilder.


    Gelahn laughs.


    “Would you die for your friend?” he snarls at Simon as they continue to grapple. “Even after all your cowardice? Then you are truly a fool beyond all fools.”


    Bringing up his other hand to the cane, Simon grunts. “I am sick of death. I want no more of it.”


    


    Annyeke


    She was on her knees. She knew the mind-circle’s power in her was weaker. It had spent itself on destroying the wall and she was panting hard. But Gelahn’s strength had not been touched. Johan lay defeated at his feet and the scribe was even now losing the battle.


    Annyeke had to do something. But what?


    With increasing desperation, she glanced about her. Her eyes met the clear gaze of the First Elder. Around him, the other elders were crouched, possibly crying. She couldn’t tell.


    In her mind, a realisation of what she should do. Had it come from the elder? He nodded.


    “Go,” he whispered, and she could sense the meaning of his words in her blood, rather than hear them. “You must act quickly.”


    Tearing off her cloak and casting it to one side, she ran. Towards the scribe and the mind-executioner.


    “Simon!” she yelled and he turned towards her, his fingers still struggling for possession of the precious cane. Struggling and losing.


    A moment’s confusion and then her hand was grasping the side of his face. The mind-circle’s power swept through her arm, blue and gold and crimson, and was gone. The fire of it entered the scribe and then was lost to her sight. She was herself again.


    Simon yelled out, a cry of courage and longing. He grasped the cane.


    


    Simon


    The red-haired woman let Simon go as he cried out. From nowhere, a surge of knowledge raced through him. As he fully grasped the mind-cane, his thoughts exploded. The singing filled him and he wrenched the cane backwards, tearing it from his opponent’s grip.


    Gelahn screamed.


    The cane and the scribe were one. He had no life beyond it, and it had none beyond him. It twisted as he clutched it, and swung itself down, down, in an arc towards the mind-executioner’s head.


    I do not want to kill this time. Simon cried the words out into the air.


    An eternity passed, and only a moment. As the last of the words left his mouth, the cane shuddered to a halt, only a finger’s breadth from Gelahn’s head.


    “P-please,” Gelahn stammered, shaking. “Please…”


    The scribe shut his eyes, knew what his enemy was asking.


    The mind-executioner began to whimper. Simon opened his eyes. In front of him, he did not see a powerful figure of legend, made to seek and kill, maim and destroy; he saw only a terrified man. As he himself had once been.


    “You will not die,” he said. “You will go where you can do no harm.”


    Then he touched the mind-cane to the executioner’s head.


    The world turned to gold and silver. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move. The cane felt like a living thing in his grasp. A wild untameable animal. He shook his head and the colours of the world returned to their accustomed state once more. Beneath him the grass, behind him Johan and the sea and, a little further away, Ralph and Isabella, the old men and the red-haired woman.


    But the mind-executioner had vanished.


    The cane scalded Simon’s flesh and, with a gasp, he let it go. It fell to the ground, no longer making any noise and lay still, as if sleeping.


    His whole body shook and his mind felt numb. As Simon fell, Johan caught him, carried him gently to the earth.


    “The mind-executioner?” Simon panted. “Where is he?”


    “Gone, Simon,” Johan said. “He’s gone. But you should have destroyed him utterly.”


    “No. I’ve had enough of death. I want no more of it.”


    Johan hesitated. “You are more merciful than you realise. But the enemy will not rest until he faces you again. He…”


    A low moaning sound cut across his words and both of them turned to their companions.


    


    Isabella


    Blinking, Isabella struggles upwards, hair drifting across her face. She does not understand why she is dead and not dead. Or why her master does not kill her utterly. More than anything she longs to die. Even though she knows that she will never see Petran again. She has chanced so much only to lose it all.


    Johan runs towards her, slipping down next to her shoulder. Already he feels only like someone Isabella used to know, a hundred year-cycles away from where she is now. Even so, she leans against him, coughing. Her body trembles out of sight for a moment before reappearing again. As it has done so many times since her death.


    Hartstongue gasps. “Johan?”


    “Yes, I know. I see. Isabella?”


    She groans, reaches up, touches her brother’s neck. I’m sorry. It was not your fault, not any of it.


    Why did you do it? he asks.


    Isabella coughs again, and Johan holds her tighter, though she can hardly feel his embrace. Her mind is set on the scribe and her words are spoken to him alone.


    Because I hated you, Hartstongue, she whispers. Because of you, Petran died. I couldn’t forgive you that. He was my life and he died. If not for you, this battle would have never begun. The Lost One is the cause of it all. Gelahn promised to bring my love back; how could I not serve him? He promised me that when you were dead, I would see Petran again and the next age of peace and plenty could be brought to our lands. When my brother set out to find you, I saw my chance to kill you, for Gelahn’s and Petran’s sakes. I…


    She cries out, gasping for breath. Johan groans and holds her closer. Isabella.


    But she is too far gone to hear him.


    


    Johan


    He sees it all then. Can sense it all. Isabella’s grief when Petran was killed. Hadn’t he known that well? The anger that must have overcome her sorrow. The need to see her love again. And all that has led to. He should have been able to help his sister. Instead he has failed her.


    Johan is crying now. Holding Isabella to himself, tears running unchecked down his face. He is vaguely aware of Simon’s arms around him, his murmured words of comfort, but knows he can bear none.


    A darkness ripples through them, and Isabella vanishes for a moment once more before shimmering back into her brother’s arms.


    “She’s dying,” Johan whispers. “She’s dying, and he’s taking her.”


    The final night that awaits them all is calling his sister, and beyond that the distinctive power of the link with the mind-executioner drawing her back. To the kind of destiny Johan cannot imagine.


    He has no idea what to do.


    


    Simon


    “No,” Simon whispered. “No. He’s not having her.”


    Letting Johan go, he reached for Isabella’s head with one hand and for the mind-cane with the other. It flew to him, landing in his palm as sure as a falcon flies to its handler on the winter hunts. From an instinct Simon couldn’t fathom, he brought the silver carving downwards and laid it against her neck.


    “What are you doing?” Johan said.


    “I don’t know,” he panted. “Don’t ask me. I just want her to be safe.”


    For a moment, nothing happened. Then the patterning on the cane, the shape of the constellations, began to glow. Isabella’s frame winked almost out of existence, but the glow from the mind-cane held her. Simon could hear the song rising in his thoughts. Then she disappeared and Johan cried out. Hand shaking, the scribe continued to hold the cane in place. He could still feel her, still sense Gelahn’s force pitched against his. Their minds battling in darkness and unbearable light.


    “Simon.”


    “No! Wait. It’s not over yet, it’s…”


    A loud scream interrupted him. Glancing around, he saw that Ralph was sitting upright, eyes wide and arms outstretched towards him. The Lammas Master dragged himself towards them, pain etched across his features. Then he too vanished. Simon cried out, holding his position next to where Isabella had lain, but knowing that his voice pierced the darkness surrounding Gelahn. In a way it had never done before.


    Choose then who you will save.


    Ralph shimmered back into view, but his body wasn’t quite solid. Simon’s cry had brought him here again. Gelahn was not strong enough to hold him if Simon wished him not to.


    But still the memory of Isabella’s form beneath the mind-cane kept the scribe motionless.


    No more deaths. No more. Have I not caused enough of them?


    The cane’s song lilted in Simon’s mind, words sparking from the music. They travelled in a shaft of light out of his darkness, flashing to the sense he had of Gelahn’s presence. Take him then but, whatever you do, you will neither kill nor hurt him.


    Tears burning his eyes, Simon watched Ralph vanish once more. Even though he knew Gelahn could not harm him now, the loss cut deep. Johan cried out but already Simon had turned to Isabella again. Later, he thought. He would allow himself to weep later. Now, for a moment, nothing. Then her shape reappeared under the mind-cane. It glowed for a beat of Simon’s heart, perhaps more, twisted a little in his grasp and was still.


    Isabella remained.


    But she was no longer breathing.


    Johan groaned and gathered his dead sister into his arms. Crying, he began to rock her.


    It was over.


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Chapter Eighteen: Simon’s Decision


    


    


    Johan


    They bury Isabella near the sea. Johan and Simon drag the boat up onto the shore and cover it with rushes to keep it dry. Annyeke and the elders look on as he takes the remaining herbs he and his companion have travelled with and sprinkle them over her body.


    Simon grips Johan’s shoulder while he cries. The mind-cane lies in his other hand; it has seemed to settle there naturally, though now it remains silent.


    Johan only speaks once while he is standing before Isabella’s last resting place.


    “She always loved the sea,” he says.


    When the unfamiliar ritual is finished, the afternoon light has faded and night threatens to fall soon. Johan rises to his feet and notices how Annyeke is the first to glance upwards at him. He smiles at her but his words are for Simon.


    “I’m sorry about Ralph,” he says. “I’m sorry he remains under the mind-executioner’s thrall.”


    Simon nods, as if he has been expecting this. “And I am sorry about Isabella.”


    A silence falls between them, and spreads to include their companions also. It is painful with memory, but eased by the friendship which binds them, one to the other.


    “What now?” Simon asks him.


    “Now we can try to rebuild Gathandria,” he says, glancing at the elders and knowing there is much that has happened in the time he has been away, much he needs to discover. “If you’ll stay. You have gifted my people with life, Simon, and we are more grateful than you can understand. But it is only for a while; it is not the end. I think this will be only the beginning. Our enemy will not rest easy until he has regained the strength to come for you again and try to retake the mind-cane. When he does, the battle will be all the more terrifying for it.”


    “And if I don’t wish to fight? For the sake of the gods, if I simply want to live in peace?”


    Johan frowns. “Ah, my friend, you are not called to that. Haven’t you tried that life with Lord Tregannon and found in the end you could not bear it?”


    When the scribe next speaks, his voice sounds as thin as a young bird’s. “Then I have no choice.”


    “No. There is always a choice, Simon. As we have seen. On the one hand you may have Ralph—who will perhaps be waiting for you though the executioner’s threat remains—and a kind of peace. And on the other hand, you have the city that can become your home, the certain knowledge of war. You have the mind-cane, though there is much to learn about it. And… And a family. Such as I am.”


    A long silence, full of the breath of the wind. Then, not far from them, the cry of a hunting owl.


    Johan gazes out into the distance. Over the water, the fire, the air and the mountains, back through all the way they have journeyed and all that they have experienced there. He knows enough to realise that Simon needs time to come to his decision. The elders too wait and Annyeke is quiet.


    After a while, Simon sighs.


    “Perhaps Ralph Tregannon can wait a little longer,” he says.


    
      

    

  


  
    

    Epilogue: Another Beginning


    


    Annyeke


    Annyeke smiled. Something in her warmed to the scribe and she found herself hoping that warmth might take root. He and Johan were obviously friends.


    And for the moment, Gathandria was safe. The Lost One had conquered, in his fashion, and she was glad she had been able to give him what he needed to win, though she couldn’t help missing the power of the mind-circle. That special understanding of the elders’ secrets was now lost to her. Probably forever. Still, being a woman had always given her more than enough advantage in the past and she anticipated would do so again in the future. She smiled again, covering her smile with a cough.


    The First Elder spoke.


    “Thank you, Simon Hartstongue,” he said. “We are deeply grateful for what you have decided. More than you can know, as Johan has said. Gathandria needs you. I have always believed it. And there is much work to be done. So much reparation, so much healing. Not just for us but for all the countries around. But while you have been travelling towards us, many things have changed. Sins have been committed and errors made, for which a price must be exacted. It is my responsibility, as First Elder of the land, to welcome you to us and to oversee the learning that you must swiftly undergo. But I believe that now such an honour is best performed by another.”


    He paused and closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again, he was looking straight at her.


    “Annyeke Hallsfoot,” he said, “will you take to yourself the cloak of responsibility for this undertaking? Will you do what is necessary to ensure Gathandria and its neighbours live and breathe again?”


    Annyeke blinked, the river of surprise she felt from Johan a mere echo of her own. Still, the request felt right, somehow. She straightened her shoulders and pushed back her hair.


    “Yes,” she said. “I will do it.”


    


    THE END
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