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    Chapter One: The darkness


    FORTITUDE AND LUST


    


    Duncan Gelahn


    Everywhere in the mountain cave is dark. Even after the loss of the recent battle, Gelahn did not expect that he would be tumbled out of the world he had been hoping to conquer into this place of misery. In the end, his skills as mind-executioner had not proven enough and that sense of failure tastes like a greater darkness on his tongue. It is not a taste the mind-executioner is accustomed to.


    Now, his back is pressed solid against rock. It is not, of course, a dead rock, but a living, breathing entity. The mountain people are not so easily destroyed, although his dealings with them have ravaged their great structure to almost nothing. He has been prepared to sacrifice them for what he so much desires and he would do it again and again. Willingly. This they know. It is why they are waiting for him.


    Here, in the heart of their kingdom, he, too, waits. He leans against the curved rock. His feet are damp from the slippery black surface and the air smells as if a thunderstorm has just raged through. That may be true outside, but here in the mountain he is protected from all the elements.


    That has given him time to meditate. And how he has needed the time. Mind-skills are so easily lost and he must work hard to hold them. They are all he has but, still, the meditation has not gone well. Each time he closes his eyes he sees the face of Simon the Scribe standing framed by the glittering jagged city of Gathandria, holding the mind-cane in his hands and sending him to oblivion in the mountainside, in temporary exile far from his rightful home. The battle had been lost and he had known, in that instant, that his best hope was the dark embrace of the earth. It is where the most mysterious of his skills dwell, and where he can revive them again, because it is not in the mind-executioner’s heart for failure to be an end of his story. It is just a beginning. He has suffered too much for it to be anything else. How the Gathandrians will live to regret the choices they have made. This thought alone makes him smile, while around him the remains of the mountain groan.


    Behind that groan, a faint howling. Gelahn opens his eyes but does not need to see what he knows is there; his mind itself provides a necessary light. The mountain-dogs are stirring, their sleek and undulating bodies shifting in and out of the rock that forms this cave and is itself the life they cling to. He can sense the occasional flash of their crimson eyes and the faint aroma of raw flesh. Soon he will use them. All he needs is a plan. And the mind-cane the scribe has stolen.


    He rises and strolls towards the far end of the cave. The air feels cold even so deep within the rock. One or two of the dogs follow him like shadows and their presence gives him strength. When he reaches those beings he is holding captive, they do not flinch and he is glad to see it; the last of the mountain people do not show emotion easily. This makes them easier to manipulate. Even now, when their home has been all but destroyed in the recent mind-wars, they are as still and eternal as the stone from which they came.


    “It is not over yet,” he whispers. “I have you to do my will. The scribe only has the mind-cane and he is too weak and limited to comprehend the fullness of its power, let alone use it.”


    He cannot be sure, but did the stone he speaks to quiver? Something in the atmosphere between mind-executioner and rock has altered. He stretches forward, but the first of the mountain people stands erect, still. Its tall, thin figure smells of dust and snow. Winter will soon be upon them all. Gelahn allows his hand to run over the smooth surface of stone slowly. It feels cool to his touch. He knows the contact will cause his prisoner pain. This is why he takes his time. The development of fear in those he plans to use can only be a good thing. His long year-cycles of life have taught him that. Because while failure is the taste in the air for now, it will not always be so. This he promises himself.


    With or without the mind-cane, the next battle between Simon the Scribe and himself will be a fiercer, more physical one and he will be the victor.


    


    Annyeke


    The red-haired woman stared round her kitchen area and sighed. The wild cornflour whitened her hands as she formed the dough for bread on her one good work surface, and the sharp scent of it filled her mind with images of summer days picnicking in the great Gathandrian Park and the laughter of children. All very pleasant, but this wasn’t how Annyeke Hallsfoot had hoped the day would begin. After the high excitement of the battle and Gelahn’s defeat two day-cycles ago, she’d thought the menfolk would be eager to face the task of building a new Gathandria. Their glorious, glittering city now lay in ruins, the bright towers nearly all smashed into fragments of glass and stone, the Great Library and the museums battered and open to the skies, the theatres and galleries gone, and the trees in the parklands stunted and fallen. Even the Place of Government was not how it had been. Yesterday, when she’d sneaked like an interloper into her former work area, she’d been sure there’d been a few more missing stones from the outside wall and the gash in the roof stretched far wider. Not only that, but the scribe, through compassion or foolishness, had allowed the mind-executioner to escape. Where was he now? In the desert lands? In the Kingdom of Air or hidden deep in the mountains with his murderous dogs? She could not tell, but one thing was certain; Gelahn would surely return to fight them again for the power and land he coveted. They needed to prepare for the battle they would have to face. This was what she thought the menfolk would be planning for.


    She’d thought wrong. The Elders had vanished, leaving her without any further word and in sole charge of the rebuilding programme and the war preparations. Her overseer in the Sub-Council of Meditation, Johan Montfort, had not spoken more than a few sentences to her since that particular announcement and, worst of all, the Lost One, Simon the Scribe, was asleep and useless in her living area. He’d been slumped there for the whole of those two day-cycles, muttering darkly at her whenever she tried to rouse him. To her mind, this wasn’t the action of a man supposedly sent to help them change their world. This was the action of a man in denial.


    The worst of it was the presence of the mind-cane. In her house. It seemed to be there simply because Simon was, but she didn’t think the scribe had any control of it at all. Gods and stars help them. If that was the case, no one else had even a whisper of hope in understanding it. For the last two mornings, its strange humming had woken her. When she’d drawn aside the curtain giving the scribe some privacy in her home, she’d seen its dark length with the silver carving on the top resting near Simon’s makeshift bed. It had been vibrating like a wild animal about to attack. Damn it, she wasn’t even sure what she meant by that, but it definitely felt like a living thing, not an object. A dangerous one, too. The thought of getting close to it made her shiver.


    “Annyeke?”


    She turned, wiping her hands free of the cornflour as best she could. Talus stood right next to her, his hair peaked up from his head like the distant, and now destroyed, mountains. He was seven summers old, and she’d all but adopted him during the final stages of what the people were already naming the Gathandrian Wars. She was even becoming used to being a mother. Almost. Though perhaps elder—much elder—sister was more closely akin to the truth of it.


    “You’re early,” she said with a smile she hoped might look sincere.


    “The bread smells nice.”


    “Ah, you’re hungry then.”


    When he nodded, she gestured at him to sit at the table and brought out the bread she’d made yesterday. He ate as if he hadn’t eaten in a moon-cycle. She couldn’t remember ever being that young.


    “Annyeke?” he said again, between mouthfuls.


    “Mmm?”


    “Why doesn’t the Lost One get up?”


    Annyeke sat opposite him. Her body felt weary, as if she’d been running for a long time and hadn’t stopped yet. She ran her hands through her hair, not caring about the remnants of the flour. She thought of all the things she could say and then decided, as usual, to tell the truth to her young charge. His courage deserved it.


    “I don’t really know,” she said. “It could be because he’s tired. And he has had a lot to go through to reach Gathandria. Or it could be because he’s scared about what will happen next and he doesn’t want to make the first step towards it, whatever that is. Or he might be worried about the mind-cane. The gods and stars know, we’re all worried about the mind-cane, or at least I am. It’s like having a hungry river-wolf at home.”


    At this, Talus grimaced. She knew he wasn’t a great friend of the river-wolves, though they were unlikely to cause anyone harm. She decided to aim for the more positive side of honesty. Was sensible lying what parenthood was about? “Really, it could be any one of these things, or perhaps all of them. It’s hard to say. But he’ll get up soon. And then we can plan properly how we’ll win this war so the mind-executioner won’t ever hurt any one again.”


    There followed a pause and she cursed herself for saying too much. Talus had lost his own family in the mind-wars. That was why he was here. Still, she could sense, without making much of an effort, the workings of his mind under his pain as he took in this information.


    Then the atmosphere of his thoughts lightened and he smiled, his eyes dancing at her. “You could ask Johan Montfort for help. He’ll know what to do.”


    Annyeke only wished this was true, and that she had the same confidence in the ability of the Gathandrian menfolk to help that Talus still held to. She knew in her mind that Johan, like the scribe, was exhausted. His long journey with Simon from the Lammas Lands had been fraught with difficulty, dogged as they’d been by the tricks and attacks of the mind-executioner. She suspected he hadn’t had much time for meditation on the way and he was paying for that neglect now. And on his return, he’d had to face the reality about the Elders’ treachery. How had they betrayed so many Gathandrians to their deaths simply in order to bring Simon back to them? The very fact that they had imprisoned the mind-executioner for so long and then let him go in order to bring destruction was beyond anyone’s grasp, though she still had to explain the full story to Johan. Gods and stars above, there was another task she was not looking forward to.


    And of course, Isabella, Johan’s beloved sister, was dead—a mystery to them all that she had betrayed them so. Annyeke blinked away tears and pretended to smile at Talus, though she did not think he was fooled.


    Perhaps it was best if she concentrated for a while on Simon. Though the situation did not look good in this particular hour-cycle, he might well turn out to be the easiest of her problems to deal with.


    


    Simon


    The scribe knew he was in Annyeke Hallsfoot’s one public room in the small house she owned near the Gathandrian parklands. She had curtained it off to provide a makeshift bedroom and to afford him a sense of privacy. The thick velvet of the pale green curtain certainly cut down on the noise of his landlady and her young charge going about their everyday business, but it did little to soften the sense of mind-activity, not only indoors, but outside in the city itself. It felt as if people were waiting. For him, Simon knew it but had no wish to enquire further into that thought.


    Annyeke had provided him with a bed made from blankets piled together, a set of manuscripts she thought he might like to read, a basin of water that she refreshed on a half-daily basis, and a change of clothes. The latter two items he assumed were to encourage him to get up and face what he had to. So far, they’d proved unsuccessful. Right now the scribe refused even to open his eyes. If he did so, he knew what he would see. Already he could hear its background hum, demanding attention, attention he didn’t want to give. For the last two night-cycles, he’d tried to hide the mind-cane where he wouldn’t see it, or be forced to deal with the thing. Each morning, when he’d opened his eyes to the sun, it had found him again.


    He didn’t want to touch it, even though it had saved them all in the battles with the mind-executioner, and it had been his hand that had wielded it, his eyes that had witnessed its gold and silver strength. He couldn’t comprehend its power and, if he faced the truth, he was afraid.


    Beyond all this, the fact he was in the mysterious city of Gathandria wasn’t giving him the comfort he’d anticipated. For so long, on the wild, dangerous and wonderful journey he’d taken with Johan from the Lammas Lands, it had been like a mirage, something to aspire to, where all would be well and everything bad about himself, of which there was much, would be healed.


    But now, he was here and, as far as he could tell, any healing had failed to happen. Odd how he’d felt so brave at the height of the battle, or as brave as a coward could feel, but now he felt nothing. No, this wasn’t true either. He felt tired, hungry and thirsty. He also felt like a fool.


    The mind-cane’s humming grew louder. He’d left it in the far corner of the bedroom last night, but it was now lying on the floor near his bed. As he continued to glare at the object of his discontent, he became aware of smells and sounds. First, the scent of baking bread. Then the low murmur of Annyeke’s voice, interspersed with Talus’ higher-pitched tones. He swallowed. Not too long ago, the boy in his own care, Carthen, had died in the desert. It wasn’t something he liked to remember. As his mind eased into wakefulness, he didn’t have to strain his hearing to understand what his two house-companions were saying. Talus was confused, but eager and longing for a solution to whatever problem had just been presented to him. Annyeke was more circumspect. She certainly wasn’t happy. The waves from her thoughts hit him like a cold winter wind and he struggled not to gasp out loud. She was close to despair, but keeping that fact hidden with a veneer of wry humour. By the gods, that was something he understood.


    Simon cursed under his breath and glared at the cane. He wouldn’t have been able to fathom any of what he’d just thought without it. Damn the artefact. He didn’t want to share other people’s secrets. Before the mind-cane, he had only been able to know the thoughts of others if he was close enough to the person. And he had enough secrets of his own. Though now, of course, Johan knew most of them, too. Once more he wondered where Johan was. His erstwhile companion had vanished after his sister had been buried, and Simon hadn’t seen him since. Johan’s absence left an empty space in his blood and he didn’t relish the feeling.


    Annyeke hadn’t seen Johan either, he realised. She was worried about that. Angry also, but it wasn’t her main concern. As the truth of the matter melded into the scribe’s consciousness, he found himself sitting up slowly and pulling the thin woollen blanket from his frame. The sunlight made him blink again and he shook his head to try to clear his thoughts. The main concern filling Annyeke’s mind at this moment was Simon himself.


    By staying here, he was letting her down. He was the problem when she’d hoped he would be the one to bring solutions. Well, he’d tried, hadn’t he? He’d used the mind-cane to banish the mind-executioner, and the effort involved had floored him. He wasn’t sure now what further use he could be. Johan had talked of another war to come, the dangers of the mind-executioner lurking like a shadow of a mountain over them all. Simon couldn’t even begin to comprehend what any of those words might mean. The Gathandrians were a curious people, their minds full of signs and symbols that had little to do with the truth as he understood it—had understood it, anyway. He allowed himself a small grin. After all, he was half-Gathandrian, too, which made him the most mysterious of them all.


    The mind-cane’s humming rose in intensity. The sound made him shiver, but this time it clarified something within him. He rolled out of bed and stood up slowly. He still refused to look at the cane. Against his skin, the air was colder than he’d expected. He looked out of the window, and the whiteness of the sky made him shake his head. Of course. It was winter here, as it would be back in the Lammas Lands. Best not to think of Ralph, however.


    He saw Annyeke’s garden was bleak, but there was something lovely about it. The lemon tree didn’t have many leaves, but they were lush and deep green. He imagined fruiting would be some way distant. When did the spring-cycle arrive here? Apart from the tree, he could see a few herb bushes, all of them resting on pale yellow grass. Where he’d come from, the grass was green, so he didn’t know whether this was a sign of the recent battles or not. Had the wars affected the country here so much? Johan had said it had, but hadn’t explained in any detail.


    In fact, Johan hadn’t explained very much at all since Simon had last seen him, two day-cycles ago. Where was he?


    The scribe closed his eyes and leaned his forehead against the wood of the window frame. Johan. His cousin, newly discovered, and a man whose friendship he had come to enjoy without the need for anything more demanding. He’d experienced neither kinship nor friendship for a while, if at all, and he didn’t want to lose something before it had barely begun.


    So. He would have to talk to Johan, and the people out there, Annyeke and the boy Talus. It was time to face the world.


    As he reached for his tunic and cloak, lying freshly washed and folded where Annyeke had left them, the mind-cane hummed more loudly, spun forward and touched him. Its ebony coolness seared his mind. He recoiled with a gasp, willing it away from him. The cane receded a few paces but remained on the alert, as if waiting for another gap in his defences. He could feel the slow crimson of it oozing away from his thoughts. Odd how he hadn’t been that afraid during the moments when he’d touched it before on the journey here. He hadn’t even thought about it on the occasions when his blood, such as it was, was up. But now, in the spaciousness of relative peace, he had grown more wary than ever.


    Simon didn’t know what the cane might do to him if he allowed it a greater inroad into his soul. He dressed quickly, strengthening the barrier to his thoughts so the cane couldn’t spring through, though, of course, it was a ridiculous act. The mind-cane did whatever it wanted, whenever it wanted. It did not take its orders from the scribe. Simon slipped out of the curtained entrance and into the world beyond.


    The cane followed him but did not approach any nearer. And, thank all the gods and stars, its strange humming stopped. But, for how long?


    At his sudden appearance, Annyeke and Talus turned. Annyeke herself was a short, rounded woman with long red hair that she had tied this morning into a messy plait. Her fingers were white with flour from the bread she had been baking. Her smile, found in the instant she saw him, was wide and welcoming, but he could sense the troubles lying in her heart. The boy simply blinked and pushed his brown hair away from his face.


    For a moment, there was silence and Simon wondered which of the many apologies he owed them he should start with. But it was Talus who spoke first, staring curiously at the cane.


    “Is it going to kill us?”


    The scribe had no real idea. He understood quite well that the cane was capable of killing. What he didn’t know was whether it actually wanted to kill. He didn’t think he could say that to a seven-summers-old boy he’d only just met, when a woman’s voice in his head said: Be honest. We’ve had enough of words that are less than the truth here.


    Annyeke. The green essence of her drifted through his thoughts. Just like Johan (damn the man, but where was he?) she’d read him before he’d realised it. He wished he had that skill with them.


    He hunkered down so his eyes were at the same level as the boy’s. Something in Talus’ expression reminded him of Carthen…


    “I don’t know,” he said, in answer to Talus’ question. “The cane has the power to kill, yes, but so far, while I’ve been…sleeping, it’s left the three of us alone. I hope that blessing will continue. And I think…I think that if it does decide to kill anyone, that person will probably be me. In which case, it will give you and Annyeke time to escape.”


    The boy frowned for a moment or two and then nodded, as if Simon’s explanation made any kind of sense. Or perhaps Talus was simply being polite in the face of evident adult confusion? The scribe didn’t know and he wasn’t about to meddle in the mind of an unknown child to find out.


    Above them both, Annyeke smiled again. “That’s answered, then. So we may have a while to live yet. Talus, why don’t you go and see if there are any bush-herbs in the garden? I’d like to have something to flavour the soup with at midday. And besides the Lost…the scribe and I need to talk.”


    The boy sighed, gave Annyeke an accusing glance and left. The movement of the curtain brought a deeper shaft of sunlight into the eating area.


    Annyeke grimaced. “I’ll pay for that, but I needed to see you alone.”


    “I’m sorry,” Simon said, “for not communicating for two days. Thank you for your patience, and for letting me stay.”


    His companion nodded, but asked for no further explanations. He was glad of it. She sat down at the table, indicating he should do the same.


    “Can I get you anything?” she asked, but he shook his head and gazed at his surroundings. Here in the eating area, simple glazed bowls scattered across the working surfaces, one of them filled with what looked like flour. A hunk of unbaked bread lay to one side. The fire in the oven warmed the air and another freshly baked loaf had been split up upon platters, some of which had already been eaten. He noticed the colours Annyeke had chosen for her surroundings—green and yellow—the same as he’d lived with in his sleeping area for the past two nights.


    It was then that he became aware of the atmosphere of calm around him, in spite of the mind-cane quivering at the edge of his vision. This feeling seemed to emanate instead from the stone walls around him. It gave him a sense of hope. When he glanced up, he saw she was smiling.


    “Thank you,” she said. “Gathandrian houses take on the mind-sets of those who live in them. I only wish I were that calm now. Forgive me. I didn’t mean to pry into your thoughts, but they were so clear.”


    The scribe wondered what the atmosphere of the place where he had lived back in Lammas might be. Cowardly and confused, no doubt. Little wonder she could read him so well.


    “No matter,” he said. “Johan does the same. Perhaps I’m an open scroll to all Gathandrians.”


    The mention of Johan’s name brought a slight blush to Annyeke’s face. A ripple of something from her mind drifted through his and, as if she’d suddenly shouted it, how things were with her became clear. Simon knew how love felt, and he reached out and patted her arm even as she was replying.


    “Even so,” she said, recovering her mental poise. “Even so, I should be more courteous. I’m not used to visitors, you see. And recently there’s been rather too much to think about, even for a woman.”


    The words were meant in jest, but Simon still nodded. He’d heard what the disgraced elders had said at Isabella Montfort’s burial, had an inkling of the kind of responsibility they’d given to Annyeke before they, like Johan, had vanished. It seemed beyond any one person’s capabilities. Now he could sense their presence in his companion’s mind, the facts of them almost overshadowing her, if such a thing were possible. Greatest of them all was the First Elder, the Day-Guardian of the Wine Lands, a man whom past sins and regrets had all but shattered. He had departed from the city to the distant place of healing where the cypress trees grew in abundance in order to try to save Gathandria with prayer. That much Simon could see, although he could not understand it. He had taken the remaining four elders with him, men skilled in glass-making, the carving of chairs, the nurture of gardens and parks, and one who knew the harmony of words and silence. They had gone together in order to meditate, leaving Annyeke alone. He did not envy her task.


    “What are you going to do?” he asked.


    Annyeke leaned back on her stool and brushed her hand through her hair. The gesture caused some strands to escape from her plait and she frowned. “I don’t know. I’m not even sure what the elders meant, if I’m honest. Of course, we need to work together as a people, try to rebuild our strength and face Gelahn when he attacks us again. But if you ask me how in the gods’ names we’re going to do that, then I really don’t know. The elders left me no clues. But that doesn’t mean I won’t die trying, if I have to.”


    Watching the determination flicker over her face and feeling the bright echo of it in his mind, Simon thought perhaps the elders had known exactly what they were doing. It also surprised him that she would dare to mention the mind-executioner’s name. Hadn’t Johan warned him against doing so, since it apparently gave their enemy an entry to the mind and a chance to ravage them? It was obvious things in Gathandria were changing but, without any personal sense of the land’s history, the scribe had no understanding of how much, or how dangerous those changes might become. But, right now, there were more urgent issues to face.


    “I hope we won’t have to die,” he said. “I’m a scribe, not a soldier. I was hoping things might be easier once I was here in your lands, but I can see, already, that’s unlikely.”


    If Simon had expected the frisson of distaste he was accustomed to from Johan when he expressed something less than enthusiasm for an act of bravery, his expectations were not fulfilled.


    Annyeke laughed.


    She stretched forward, gripped his shoulder and opened her mouth to speak as the door to the outside world was pushed open and someone who wasn’t Talus stepped onto the threshold.


    Johan.

  


  
    

    First Lammas Lands Chronicle


    Ralph


    The castle of the Tregannons is no longer his home. He does not even need the gifting of a Sensitive to know this. Ralph’s few remaining guards mutter in the shadows and the stallholders have gone from the courtyard—the women, too. Not that he has taken a woman for many moon-cycles, nor any man neither, not since Simon the mind-dweller came to haunt him.


    Ralph thinks Simon saved him during the battle with the Gathandrians, but he cannot be sure. His hair is burnt, as is the skin on his arms and chest. His leg is twisted and cannot bear his whole weight. He doesn’t remember much about how this happened but perhaps that is for the best. It is certainly better not to think of the scribe at all, nor about what he himself has done. He must instead think of his people, the Lammas dwellers. Soon the mind-executioner will return and Ralph must be ready for him. The executioner and he have failed in their endeavours and he does not know what his enemy will do now, nor how he might want Ralph to help him.


    There is no other choice, but he has always known that. The mind-executioner’s hold on him is too great and Ralph will never be free of it. He gave up that freedom when he chose to save himself rather than Simon before the great and fruitless journey to Gathandria that has brought them only more pain and a despair he cannot shake.


    This morning, when the sun wakes him, Ralph finds a moment in the darkness of his mind when everything is as it should be. He is the Lord of these lands, his position is sacred and the decisions he has made over the past moons are mere fantasy and nothing but children’s terrors. That moment doesn’t last long, but it is precious beyond anything he has known.


    It has only been two days since the scribe sent Ralph back here. The thought of another day of inaction is too overwhelming, so he swings himself out of bed, reaches for the half-finished beaker of wine he left the night before, takes a long gulp of its sweetness and begins making the small series of decisions that will keep him alive through to the night, he hopes.


    All but stumbling over the remains of yesterday’s frugal supper of winter oranges and slivers of dried goat meat, Ralph flings open the carved wooden door and yells out into the corridor’s darkness.


    “Boy! Bring me my garments, and fresh water. I need to wash.”


    He closes the door without waiting for any response, limps across the bed area and gazes out of the window. The boy will come. He knows it. Since the death of Ralph’s former steward, only a handful of his personal servants remain with him. But how long they will stay, Ralph does not know. The first morning of his return here, his young dresser’s response was quick, startled, no doubt, by his Overlord’s unexpected return home. Yesterday, the boy had tarried and Ralph had been all but ready to shout for him again when he had arrived in the chambers, bearing the tunic and overshirt he is still wearing. The cloak lies discarded on the stone floor where Ralph had pushed it during his night-time thrashings. Sleep had been granted only with the wine he’d drunk. He should have punished the boy’s tardiness before, but the heart for it has gone.


    Now, Ralph wonders if he will bother coming at all. While he waits, he gazes out over the castle courtyard acknowledging, once again, its emptiness. Only a few moon-cycles ago, he would have seen a hubbub of bread-sellers, herb-dressers, beer- and mead-makers and the inevitable travelling story-tellers, all vying for the honour of being part of the evening tale-bearing. Simon, of course, had been one of these before Ralph had taken him into his employ, although he had sold his mind-skills secretly, as well as offering his talents with writing and herbal cures, a gift learned from his mother, Simon had once told him. Ralph hadn’t known then which of his skills he had meant. Now he’ll never know.


    The air drifts in, smelling of trees and the faint metallic sweat of the few soldiers lurking near the moat. They don’t see him and he makes no effort to command their attention. He has no orders to convey, though he must do so soon, before all his protection is lost. Ralph senses he will need it.


    The time for the beginning of one of Simon’s stories goes by before the boy arrives. Ralph would give the whole of his castle, lands and ancient privilege (though not, please the gods, its people) to know where the scribe is now and whether he is safe, but there is nobody here to whom he can offer such a prize, and none who would take it. Thus far he, Ralph Tregannon, has brought the Lammas Lands and all its lesser lords into disrepute.


    The boy knocks on the bed-chamber door and opens it without waiting for any command. When Ralph turns round from the window, the boy won’t look him in the eye. He’s only fifteen winter-cycles old and he’s been Ralph’s personal steward for two days now—a slight boy with pale blond hair and a limp which almost echoes his own. Ralph doesn’t even remember his name. As he thought, the boy is later than he was yesterday, but Ralph says nothing; he’s too young to be caught up in the middle of Lammas politics. Too young, also, to be forced to stay with a discredited Lord.


    “Why do you stay, boy?” The question is spoken aloud, even though Ralph had not realised he would do so, and the boy starts, almost dropping the jug of water and basin he clutches under one arm.


    “My Lord,” he mutters, dodging past and placing the items on the side shelf. He is still carrying the bundle of clothing Ralph asked for. “Do…do you wish me to lay out your morning dress?”


    Words crowd Ralph’s mouth. So many questions he wishes to ask, but he cannot bear listening to the answers. He wants to ask again why the boy stays when there is no future here, or not one that bears any resemblance to the past they have known. He wants to ask where the other servants have gone and what they might be doing, if indeed they are still alive. He wants to ask if the boy imagines that the soldiers will be any defence against the mystery of whatever is to come upon them. Most of all though, he wants to ask if he thinks that Ralph’s presence here is more of a blessing than a curse.


    Of course, he asks none of these things. Not of a servant. Ralph’s father taught him well. Instead, he shakes his head.


    “No,” he says. “Leave them on the bed. I will dress myself today.”


    As he speaks, Ralph remembers the last time he made the decision to dress himself—the morning when Simon the Scribe first visited the castle.


    He brushes the memories aside as the boy nods a reply and leaves. He doesn’t look back.


    When he’s gone, Ralph fills the basin with the icy water and splashes it over his face. It knocks away his self-pity and makes his mind feel clear. He washes quickly and, as he dresses in plain clothes, Ralph thinks about what has happened and what might still.


    He chose to support the mind-executioner, believing that what he offered would bring peace and prosperity to those under his care, the Lammas people. There had been unrest for so long in the lands, wars and rumours of wars, that an alliance with a man who promised peace had been too tempting to resist. But he was fooling himself. If he is going to survive, and by the gods he intends to, Ralph will have to acknowledge the truth to himself, at least. What the mind-executioner had promised him was power, the chance to extend the Lammas rule into the lands beyond their borders, the chance to make the Tregannon name more far-reaching than that of any of the minor lords around him.


    Simon, the mind-executioner had said, stood in the way and must be destroyed. Ralph had been committed to give up the scribe as easily as if he had been a sworn enemy, and with no second thoughts about what he was doing—betraying a friend and a man under his protection for the sake of gain. He could fool himself that he’d been blinded by the mind-executioner’s mental hold, but the fact remained that Ralph had been willing for him to have that power. The fault in the first place had been his, so where is his honour now?


    He doesn’t bother with breaking his fast. The questions in his mind aren’t conducive to eating, though he does finish last night’s wine. Instead, he walks out into the corridor, favouring his wounded leg a little, past his private rooms, through the series of stone-carved arches and into the dining-hall. One maid-servant is clearing out the grate, though why she should do so he has no idea. There will be no entertainment here for many seven-days, he thinks. Ralph ignores her but the sound of his boots on the slabs and the swish of his cloak send her scuttling away into the shadows.


    In the courtyard he shouts for the horseman and waits, rubbing his hands together to fight the cold while he appears. Like the steward for the dressing ceremony, the horseman is not swift. Again, Ralph does not complain. Even so, that must surprise the man—he has sometimes been harsh in his lordship, though not until recently unfair. He can see now that trying to emulate his father’s firm hand with the servants has not been wise. Not many have stayed with him, when he thinks he needs them the most.


    By the time Nightcloud, his grey stallion, is ready, the sun is already creating long shadows from the turreted walls. No soldiers stand to attention, and that alone is enough to pierce Ralph once more.


    “When will you be back, my Lord?” the groom asks but Ralph shakes his head, beyond speaking for that moment. Besides, he has little idea. Today he will ride, see what ravages have fallen across the land for himself. When he has seen that, then he will know more of what he must face.


    He grasps the reins handed to him but, as he places one foot in the stirrup, Nightcloud snorts and tosses his head, sidling away as if Ralph is a stranger to him.


    “What the …?”


    “Please,” the groom says, “he hasn’t been ridden for a while. He’s grown unused to the feel of a man.”


    “So I see.” And he does. He sees the horsemen have grown lazy and decided that he would not return from the journey with the mind-executioner. They have been lax in their duties, and Ralph’s stallion has been left to his own devices and become skittish.


    With a curse at his companion, Ralph turns and speaks softly to the horse, threading his fingers through his mane and holding him still. “Hush there, boy, hush. All will be well, steady. You know me, Nightcloud, fiery one, don’t you? Yes you do.”


    Moments later, he is in the saddle. The stallion trembles beneath him, and Ralph strokes his neck. The contact there fills his mind with pictures of fire and wind, orange and pure white and, with a gasp, he jerks his hand away. Since the scribe helped him in secret to hone his thought-skills, Ralph’s gifts as a Sensitive have grown stronger, even to the point of sensing the emotions of the higher beasts, should he touch them. He had almost forgotten it. Risking a glance at the groom, Ralph sees he’s noticed nothing out of the ordinary and raises a prayer of thanks to the gods and stars. It would be the worse for him if the people discovered what he is. Mind-skills of any quality have been punishable by death in the land for many years—that is why the executioner came, ostensibly, at least.


    Shaking such memories away, he wheels Nightcloud out of the yard, and the horse trots over the unguarded drawbridge, through the patches of marsh-cotton and starwort. Above them the corn-crows circle, their sharp cry beating at the frosty air. Outside his immediate home, Ralph kicks the grey into a gallop and sets his head past the village for the woods.


    It is only on a horse that he feels most whole, something he doesn’t think Simon ever fully realised, for all the scribe’s skills at reading him. Of course, with his background of poverty and the need for constant flight, always on foot, the opportunities for learning horsemanship never came to Simon. Early on in their acquaintance, Ralph offered to teach him, but he was unwilling. The gods know why. Now, as he gives Nightcloud his head, and the village flashes by in a haze of green and brown, Ralph would truly be nowhere else but here. The rich smell of horseflesh, the rhythmic beat of hooves on earth, the feel of the wind through his hair—all of this takes away the difficulties he wrestles with and leaves them far behind for a while. Not only that, but the ride helps him see things more clearly.


    They gallop through the woods, dodging the thick-set branches of the old oaks and weaving their way with the skill of the familiar through the ash and lichen-trees. Ralph can tell Nightcloud remembers the touch of his hand and the nudge of his heel now. The time for forgetfulness and inactivity is over. He is glad, however, that he did not take him on the journey to Gathandria. He could not have borne to lose such an animal. For the moment riding feels like reclaiming a friend, perhaps the only one Ralph has.


    When they are through to the other side of the woods, he pulls the stallion to a halt. As Ralph expects, he tries to fight the command and maintain his gallop, but at the last the Overlord is stronger-willed. He pats the horse’s neck once more, whispers words of endearment and feels again the thrill of Nightcloud’s colours in his mind. As he dismounts, looping the reins over one arm and staring out at the mountains, the horse whickers at him.


    The mountains are not what they once were. Since his return here, even the shape of the horizon has changed. Where once the southern hills reared their mystery at the Lammas outer boundaries where none dared go, now their height is shattered as if a great rock from the sky has blasted them out of existence. That, too, is surely the mind-executioner’s doing. It occurs to him that each of the battles fought, and the damage caused on the journey they took in pursuit of the scribe and the Gathandrians, has had an echo here in the Lammas Lands also. Is that true for all the lands then? If so, there must be some kind of link, however fragile, between them all. The thought of that makes Ralph shiver and he turns aside, reaching into his cloak for the packet he has hidden there.


    At the same time he is trying not to think of it, forcing his mind to build its walls of defence as Simon taught him. As distant from him as the mind-executioner is, Ralph is still wary lest his enemy pick up the tenor of his thoughts. If he reads them, Ralph has to hope that the executioner only understands the broad stroke of his mind. As he brings the bundle out into the morning light, Nightcloud snorts and tosses his head at him, but he pulls back on the reins and whispers until the horse is soothed again. It is impossible for him to know what Ralph is doing, but Nightcloud must have picked up on his trepidation.


    He opens what he is holding and the green rocks catch the light. He dares not look at them too closely for fear of what he might find there—the seven Tregannon emeralds. A secret kept hidden through the generations for fear of mockery and death, and something bequeathed to him from his father, and from his father before him. And so on, until the annals of the past disappear entirely when none can discover them. Their strength is untested and Ralph is not sure precisely how their power is fathomed. But he believes in their wisdom, the one faith he has kept from boyhood, and he intends to rely on their help now.


    Which is why, for the first time in many year-cycles, he finds himself kneeling on the rough ground, out of sight of all prying eyes, and whispering words of need and desperation into their green clarity.


    “Please, our family legends say you are the key that unlocks our salvation and I have nowhere else to turn. I do not know how to use you, but I am asking for your help to save my people and this land. Please, give me a sign that I can know you have heard me. And show me what to do.”


    Ralph waits. For one heartbeat, and another, and then another. Nothing happens, though he had not known what to hope for. Still, he had expected rather more than clear sky and a silence broken only by Nightcloud’s munching and the distant shriek of a field-crow. A little more time drifts by before he struggles to his feet, already cursing himself for his childishness and feeling the unsteadiness of his leg again. Does he truly think a mere legend can save them? This is real life and he cannot escape it.


    And already time has flown faster than Ralph wished for. In the east, dark clouds threaten the sky’s deep peace and his heart thuds a warning. Soon the men in the fields will begin to prepare themselves for rain, perhaps a winter storm. They will be wrong. Because his mind is humming with a sound that he knows will soon reach an almost unbearable intensity. There is little time. He must ride back while he still can. He must prepare himself.


    For before long his enemy will come on the wings of the rain, from the ravaged mountains themselves. It is the mind-executioner.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Two: Decisions


    Duncan Gelahn


    The mountain cave seems darker now, if such a thing were possible. The mountain people have flowed together in their prison so their stone sides form what could have been a barrier to his arts, if they had been stronger than he. The smell of dust has become greater, almost overwhelming, and their tall elongated stature is more jagged. Haunting. As Gelahn continues to touch the mountain leader’s frame, a spark of stone travels up the mind-executioner’s arm—a foolish gesture and one he quickly turns back on his would-be assailant. With a shift of his thoughts, the stone falls to the ground, tearing itself apart from the rock-flesh of its owner. Duncan can feel the scream in his mind, but it does not hurt him, even without the mind-cane.


    The fact that the mountain has tried to harm him, however, gives him the beginnings of an idea. Releasing the mountain man who staggers back before all but disappearing into the bodies of his companions, Duncan erects a mind-wall and pursues the thought. Up to now, the pain he has used to control his enemies has been based in his mind only. While he still possessed the mind-cane, that power was more than enough. He shakes his head at the memory. He will not dwell on the past, it is the future that is important.


    Equally important is that Hartstongue the Scribe does not know how to harness that power. If he did, then by now Duncan would be beyond death, drowning in the fires that never go out. He snorts a laugh. Has he not already experienced something of that in his former Gathandrian jail where the Elders chose to keep him for so long? By the gods, he will never let that memory go. It gives him strength, strength to fight and keep on fighting. But if his mental powers are less, then why not utilise physical prowess instead? Perhaps now is the time to take his battle into the lands and bodies of men. Perhaps now is the season to begin to build an army in the flesh, time to learn how to inflict physical, as well as mental, pain.


    He turns back to the mountain leader. He smiles. Both of them have much to learn, and quickly.


    Concentrating, he forms an axe in his mind, feels the length and breadth of it, the stalwart wood of the handle and the silver glimmer of the blade. He has not done this before, he has never needed to and he remains unconvinced of its success. But a story’s end-time later, the twin of the axe lies on the stones at his feet. He can feel its weight against his torn shoe. He picks it up and turns to his mountain companions.


    “Come then,” he says. “Let us see what we can discover together.”


    Duncan discovers that mountain people can die without the use of mental tricks, although the process is slower and more exhausting. He also discovers that the stone-dwellers never stop fighting back, and twice he has to pause in what he is engaged in to rebuild the mind-wall that keeps them out. This would have been unnecessary if he still had the cane but, in that case, neither would he have required the axe. He will have to be careful of his mind-skills now. The loss of the cane means he has to spend more time refreshing his thoughts.


    Finally the execution is complete. When the mountain-leader is beyond even the healing of stone, Duncan lays down his axe and slumps to the floor besides the ravaged being. The high keening of the mountain assaults his ears and he wipes the sweat from his face. Beyond the mind-wall’s protection, the dead mountain leader’s companions are mourning, but after a while they fall silent. As stone, he thinks to himself and laughs. They are as silent as stone now. It is the mountain-dogs who continue to roam in the shadows and growl.


    He waits for his strength to return. Then he gets to his feet, rips aside the mind-wall and steps out into the stones’ dark grief.


    “This,” he says, his voice rising like the cry of the wolf on the hunt, “this is what will happen to you all if Simon the Scribe is allowed to take on his power.”


    As he speaks, he gestures at the fallen stone-man, and even the mountain-dogs cease their frenzied pacing. “For do you truly believe that you will be safe from a man who cannot control the strength the mind-cane gives him? If he becomes master of one-tenth of the power he dreams of, then you, the mountain of the world, will no longer survive. He will blast you out of existence and all your people and legends will be lost. The death I have been forced to show you today will be multiplied beyond all your imaginings and there will be nothing left for you. Is that how you wish your future to be. Is it?”


    He stares round at the solidity of them, challenging them to act. But they will not fight him—how can they when his strength is greater? They are not so foolish. Still, even as he thinks that, at the edge of his vision Duncan catches a hint of movement from the creature who had been closest to the leader. He turns and stares in its direction and the whisper of rebellion is quelled. Good. No, better—he can use such a fighting spirit in the battles to come. It will be distilled into the heart of the dogs.


    When all continues quiet and no remaining entity of the mountain attempts to move towards him, Duncan speaks again and this time his voice is lower, more persuasive.


    “I am sorry for what I had to do,” he whispers. This is naturally a lie, but no matter. “But the time for old leadership is over for you. Now you and your dogs will answer to me and together we will win. The training we must go through will be hard, but not fatal, I promise you. When we are ready, the mountain people and I, the mind-enabler, will take up our places of honour in the world once more. Then all will be as it should.”


    


    Annyeke


    As Johan stepped through her doorway, the chill winter air swept in with him, scattering the dry remains of Annyeke’s flour over the work surface. At the same time, Simon rose, stepped to one side and gestured at the stool he’d vacated. Annyeke simply stared at Johan. He looked as if he’d been awake for many day-cycles, his blue eyes were dark with exhaustion and his clothes were not the freshest; a faint smell of stale herbs and sweat drifted around her and she stepped back, wrinkling her nose.


    “I’m sorry, I …” Johan began but Simon shook his head, strode over to him and led him to the nearest seat while Annyeke fetched bread. Even with her back turned she could sense Johan’s colours, the very fact of him, easing through her skin—sea-blue, aquamarine, sapphire.


    “Don’t worry,” the scribe said when Johan tried another feeble protest. “And don’t try to talk. You must eat.”


    Annyeke dropped two hunks of bread on a platter and set it before Johan. He grimaced and she understood he hadn’t actually eaten since his return to the great city. When she gestured at him, brooking no refusal, he took a hesitant first bite but then moaned and began to eat with gusto. Typical man, she thought, they forgot to eat while their minds were elsewhere and then valuable time was lost whilst they regained their strength. When would they ever learn?


    Still, while he finished the best of her bread, she was impressed that he only glanced twice at the mind-cane that hovered in the corner of the room. She and Simon had their backs to it and she couldn’t find it within herself to blame them. When Johan finished his first platter, Annyeke refilled it and he ate that, too. He refused a third plate, instead downing a beaker of springwater. Just as well, as there was no more bread to hand.


    “Thank you,” he said at last, his voice steadier than she’d anticipated. From his proximity, she knew his mind was less so, but she could not hope for miracles. Not yet, anyway.


    She nodded. There were so many things she wanted to say to this man but none of them could find their way into her mouth. Most of all, she longed to touch him, but knew if she did that once she’d never be able to let go. He was her overseer in the Sub-Council of Meditation. It would— or should—be unthinkable.


    As if he’d caught the echo of her mind, though gods and stars forbid, surely he had not, he sprang to his feet and paced towards the window before turning.


    “I’m sorry,” he said, staring briefly at her before dropping his gaze again. “I should have been here. I…I have not been.”


    It wasn’t a great apology, though she hadn’t thought they’d needed one. The normal rules surely did not apply now. Annyeke suddenly realised that the steady blue of his aura had become streaked with jagged green and a deep abiding red, the colours of jealousy and shame. She swallowed. Was she drawing those feelings out of him? Because of the responsibility the Elders had left to her? He had no reason for it; she would give the herbs and trees from the parkland itself for the burden of this duty not to be her own, but his. But what was done had been witnessed by many. Impossible to change it now. Johan looked as if he might say something else, but the scribe got there first.


    “Well,” Simon murmured. “We may not be the most obvious of conspirators but at least we’re all here.”


    “Conspirators?” Annyeke raised both eyebrows.


    “Yes. Shouldn’t we be planning something to defend Gathandria against the mind-executioner’s next assault? Your elders were convinced that the Battle of the Western Shore was not an end to it.”


    The Battle of the Western Shore, Annyeke thought. That was already what the people were calling it. It made it sound more formal than it had been. She remembered it more as a desperate skirmish and an unlikely victory than a battle. She waited for Johan to speak but, with a slight smile, he gestured at her to take the floor.


    She rose from the table where she’d been sitting and frowned at the two men, wondering what, in the name of the stars above, her words might be and how the three of them could possibly begin. Then it came to her.


    “I’ve been looking through the old texts,” she said. “While you’ve both been…resting, and I think they might be the key to what we do next.”


    Annyeke was surprised she had managed to vocalise her thoughts at all, much less that they sounded reasonable. The fact that Johan was sitting in her kitchen area continued to make her feel as if a shock of ice-cold water was drenching her, over and over again. From the instinct for personal preservation, she assessed her personal mind-wall but found nothing untoward there and, besides, Johan still hadn’t seemed to notice anything, which was something she should be accustomed to. Damn him to the far reaches of the Gathandrian empire. Knowing how she felt about Johan didn’t make it easier to bear. Nor did the realisation that the scribe had, in a way beyond her imaginings, guessed her secret make her life any less difficult. How had he done that? His mind-skills weren’t greater than hers, mind-cane or no mind-cane.


    “What old texts?” This from Simon. He had no real knowledge of Gathandria beyond the little Johan must have told him. She could sense the lack of her country’s history in his head. And books and writing were, of course, central to the scribe’s heart.


    “They’re the legends of our country,” she explained. “Stories written down over the generations, before even our telling, and which have been kept in the Great Library of Gathandria for as long as the tales themselves have existed. Much of the Library was destroyed during the wars with Gelahn, but the most precious of the books were kept underground in a cellar only the elders knew of, until I found it. There were other far more terrible things going on in that cellar, too, but that’s not for the telling now. The fact is, I brought some of the most important texts home, not long before the two of you returned to us, and I’ve been reading them. They talk about many interesting things.”


    “The old legends,” Johan whispered, a frown creasing his forehead for a moment. “You have them? Which ones? What do they say?”


    “All the stories that the elders talked about,” Annyeke replied, “and some they didn’t. Mostly— and it’s hidden throughout the writings, so you have to read carefully—there’s an overarching legend about a ‘Lost One’ who has been missing for many year-cycles. So many that nobody can remember his name. Though why the elders assumed that it’s a man is a mystery to me—it may just as well be a woman. There’s no reason why not. Ancient Gathandrian doesn’t specify gender. Anyway, this Lost One returns one day to our city, when it is most in need of him. He fights for us and our world is safe. Not only us but all the worlds around us, too, which are our responsibility. All the tears and pain and crying will be gone, and instead we will have peace and joy and plenty of love. That, at least, is what the texts tell me.”


    By the time she’d finished, she was whispering. Neither of her companions said anything to fill the void. It was as if the truth of the words she’d spoken had filled the room and created its own brief world, or as if none dared speak at all.


    The air rolled in stillness. This was broken a moment later by the door being shoved open and a small boy rushing into the relative warmth of the cooking area. Talus.


    “Johan,” he panted, eyes shining and hair sticking up from his head like the plumage of young park-crows. “Johan, you’re here.”


    Johan took a step away from Annyeke’s young charge, arms stiff and eyes wide, as if faced with a wood-leopard on the hunt.


    At the same time, the mind-cane leapt from its position of rest in the corner, the wild humming louder than she’d ever heard it before, and hurtled across the space between them towards Talus. She could sense a surge of frustration, despair even, pouring from it, but didn’t know why.


    “No.”


    The shout was hers, but it was Simon who got there first.


    


    Simon


    Without thinking, the scribe launched himself toward the mind-cane as it spun towards the boy. He could feel the waves of a strange anger born of fear sweeping over him from its silver carving, but he had no concept of any danger to himself. His thoughts were full of the memory of Carthen.


    He hit the cane away from Talus with his fingers. At once, heat seared up his arm and he tumbled to the floor with a cry. The pain arced between skin and mind, mind and skin, a circle of agony. At the edge of his vision he could see Annyeke lurching towards him, obviously trying to help in some way. Behind her, Johan grabbed Talus and pushed him out of danger.


    The mind-cane jittered on the stone slabs, moving once more towards the boy. The humming had vanished, but the impression of threat had not. More than that, he could sense a strange purpose emanating from the cane, but what it was eluded him.


    “Simon.”


    The scribe blinked. The voice was not audible but in his head only. It was Johan. Despite everything that had happened and the situation they now found themselves in, he couldn’t help but smile. Over the last two day-cycles, he’d missed the Gathandrian’s thought-voice.


    “Yes?” he replied, in mind only.


    “Pick the cane up.”


    “What?”


    “Pick it up,” Johan said directly to his mind again. “Now. Please?”


    The cane’s humming began again. Sending a variety of thoughts towards Johan, none of which could be spoken with the child present, Simon skidded along the floor in obedience. His eyes were fixed on the length of vibrating ebony and silver. His heart was beating fast and his skin felt cold, a relief after the heat of pain a moment ago.


    Once between the cane and his companions, he slowly, so slowly, stretched out his hand. The mind-cane’s trembling became more violent and the feeling of thwarted anger more powerful, but the noise it was making lessened. He thanked all the stars for that, as the sound had pierced his skull, making it almost impossible to think.


    Just as his fingers were only a shade or so away from the cane’s dark mass, Annyeke spoke.


    “Wait,” she said.


    “Why?” This from Johan.


    “I don’t know if the cane meant to frighten us. Simon, what were you thinking when Talus came in?”


    The scribe swallowed and for a long moment the world in front of him blurred before coming back in clarity again. “Nothing. Except that …”


    “Except…what?”


    “Except when he greeted Johan, I thought of Carthen.”


    As he spoke his apprentice’s name aloud for the first time, his voice shook and he pushed back a fresh wave of memory. As he did so, the cane started its strange humming again and began to slide along the floor like strange water, heading towards Johan and the boy.


    Simon.


    This time the voice in his mind was Annyeke’s and the shock of it made him shake his head, as if to dislodge her. He wondered for a heartbeat or two if all Gathandrians were like this, or whether privacy was a shifting notion here.


    “Never mind that, Simon,” she said, aloud this time, and quickly, as if getting all the words out into the open before danger struck again. “I think the cane is picking up on your thoughts, acting on them. Perhaps mine, too, but not so greatly. You thought of your friend and the cane homed in on Talus. It’s responding to you as it has been over the last two day-cycles. You must clear your mind.”


    How? With that thought came another flare of anger towards Annyeke, but he quelled it at once, putting into his head the picture of the river he had once shared with Johan, something calm, flowing and blue. With every breath, he eased himself more into those waters, imagining the refreshment, the happiness he would gain from that. As he did so, the noise the cane was making changed into a purring sound, it rested back down on the floor and spun slowly into his hand as if it was the most natural thing in the world. For one long moment, he could feel no burning, as he had before. Then the palm of his hand began to grow hot and he let the cane go.


    It lay beside him, silent and still, at last.


    Annyeke sighed and got up as the boy ran towards her.


    “Good,” she said. “And thank you, Simon. I think perhaps here is where we’ll begin.”

  


  
    

    Second Lammas Lands Chronicle


    Ralph


    He barely reaches the castle in time before the clouds descend upon them. Nightcloud is as nervous as a rabbit in spring and the groom struggles to hold him. Glancing backwards at the darkening sky, Ralph places his hand on the horse’s neck where the servant can’t see and sends a flow of calming thoughts through the skin of his palm into the animal’s hot flesh. At once, Nightcloud trembles into stillness. The groom’s eyes widen as he glances at Ralph, but he is wise enough to say nothing. Ralph knows, however, there will be rumours tonight and he curses his own desperate need for haste. He will have to be more careful in future.


    He growls at the man, hoping to distract him with commands he will already most likely perform. “Rub the horse down and give him only a little hay. I don’t want him fretful.”


    “Yes, my lord,” he blinks and his gaze slides away. Perhaps he, too, is planning rebellion. Such an act would not surprise Ralph and may, indeed, only be what he deserves. Still, he does not have the power to broach the horseman’s mind, and trying to read his emotions will only alert him to any oddities. Best wait until whatever is ahead finally comes.


    For now, Ralph must prepare for Gelahn.


    He takes the courtyard at a run, ignoring the pain in his leg and nearly stumbling over one of the old hunting hounds, blind in its dotage. The swiftness of the movement makes the pouch of emeralds in his belt rub against his thigh. He does not know what to do with them. The one or two men he passes pay him no heed; they are already casting fearful glances at the sky and running for their own homes.


    During the frantic journey inside the castle to his private rooms, Ralph meets no one. The few servants he owns have already fled or are in hiding. He can’t blame them. The last time the mind-executioner was here, the hopes that they had for the Lammas Lands and all the plans he’d longed to share with his people were slowly destroyed. Optimism turned to despair and dreams to dust. Ralph had wanted everything too quickly, and power most of all. It was the desire for that which had brought them all to ruin.


    Once in his rooms, Ralph swings round, seeking for solutions to what is to happen, though he knows there are none. He was a fool to hope in spite of everything that Gelahn would have finished with him. If that had been the case, then Ralph would be dead.


    Death is not the worst that can occur.


    The sky is almost like night, although there are no stars and he makes his way by feel. Gelahn’s arrival has blocked out the sun. Outside there is a terrible silence. Even the animals and birds make no noise. Flinging his cloak from him, Ralph snatches the emeralds from his belt and holds them for a moment in the palm of his hand. Their magical glow seems stronger but that might only be the light of them against the darkness. He must find somewhere to hide them, but where?


    “My lord?”


    The voice makes him jump and Ralph curses, in his mother’s tongue. A heartbeat later, he wishes the words unspoken; he has staked his reputation on his father’s blood.


    “Who is that?” he asks again, this time in the language of the castle.


    “A-Apolyon, my lord.”


    The name means nothing and still Ralph cannot make him out. His mind is too much occupied to try to sense anything outside its own dread. The one thing he understands is this unknown voice bears no threat towards him.


    “Apolyon?”


    “Your new s-steward, my lord.”


    Of course. Now that he’s given Ralph his name, it is as if he’s known it all along. After all, it was he who gave it to the boy many year-cycles ago when he first came to the castle. The lad was too poor to carry his own. Not that it is a real name, given through the formal naming ceremony. No need for that for one who will own nothing when he dies.


    “Why haven’t you fled like the others?” Ralph says. “There is no safety here.”


    “I cannot, sir.”


    No. Of course he cannot. His limp is too pronounced and, besides, he has no home but here.


    The sound of distant howling breaks into Ralph’s thoughts—Gelahn’s mountain-dogs. The noise of them is carved onto his skin. They almost killed Simon once. He is glad they did not.


    So little time.


    “Come here,” he says roughly. There’s no room for courtesy now.


    A scraping over the floor, and then the boy’s hand is on Ralph’s unwounded leg, withdrawn just as quickly. He pays the insult no heed. Instead, crouching down, Ralph takes the seven emeralds in their silk pouch and pushes the small bundle into Apolyon’s fingers. Then he half leads, half drags the boy to the wall behind his bed.


    Opening the trapdoor to the secret library, and fumbling with the lock mechanism, Ralph is talking all the time.


    “Go. Take what I’ve given you and go. A few paces along this passageway, you’ll find a collection of books. You won’t see it as it’s dark, but they’ll be there. When the air begins to smell of calfskin, put your hand out—your left hand. The third book that you touch will be the one. Take it from the shelf, open it and put the bundle I’ve given you inside. Stay there. If I don’t come or if danger falls upon us, then the other side of the library leads to another passage. That will take you to the fields beyond the bridge, a chance for escape if you need it. Understand?”


    “Yes, m-my lord.”


    Then he’s gone. Ralph hopes the boy has the courage to do what he tells him. He hopes the emeralds will be safe. A glance down at his hands tells him that his fingers carry a soft green aura even in the gloom, but he doesn’t know what it means. After that, there’s no chance to hope or fret about anything else. He just has time to secure the trapdoor, take a few paces into the middle of the bed area and draw in a deep breath, but not deep enough to find any courage from it, when Gelahn is there.


    A deeper darkness in the gloom around him, a flash of fire, and the mind-executioner is present. Strange how the power that once drew Ralph to him repels him now. Strange, too, how in the darkness he can still see. What he sees is this—a Lone Man, born under the auspices of that distant star, a star whose course never meets with another. Naturally, the mind-executioner has never told him that. He says nothing that is not to the point. Neither is he what one might expect. A head shorter than Ralph is, shorter even than Simon, he is not physically strong and the only distinguishing feature he possesses is the mystery of his eyes. They hold you, so it is impossible to get away. It is his eyes that make him beautiful. Beauty is power and Ralph knows the executioner uses this. As always, he wears round his neck the pendant in the shape of a small silver circle. It’s a light even in the darkness. By it, Ralph sees the executioner is dressed simply, in a dark tunic with his cloak layered across one arm, ready for action.


    Of course, now he does not carry the mind-cane. Simon and the Gathandrians have that, and Ralph wonders if they will use it. If they even know how.


    He wonders, too, how much of his mind Gelahn has already plundered and how long it will be before he understands all of Ralph’s secrets. Each of his defences must surely be useless against the executioner. What will he do with that knowledge?


    Gelahn smiles, but Ralph does not respond. Something in him is proud of that moment. When the other man speaks, his voice is as cold as winter.


    “It is good to see you again, Lord Tregannon,” he says. “I trust you have prepared for my arrival?”


    All this, of course, is a lie, and they both know it. As he speaks, the darkness that has consumed the land begins to lift and Ralph hears the sound of Gelahn’s mountain-dogs. Perhaps it is they who have helped cause the darkness. It would not surprise him.


    “It is hard to prepare for anyone’s arrival in a land that has been so devastated,” Ralph says. “Now we have little to offer any guest who may chance upon us and many of our neighbours are keeping to themselves.”


    For fear of being tainted or made vulnerable by the curse of the Lammas Lands and what has happened to us is the natural end of the sentence, but Ralph does not say it.


    This does not matter. For the next moment, before even a story’s first breath can be felt, Gelahn has lifted his free hand in a small and casual gesture, and Ralph’s mind explodes.


    He finds himself scrabbling for relief, gasping for air, and with his back slammed against the bedroom wall behind him. Gelahn’s darkness fills Ralph’s head and it is as if the executioner’s power alone obliterates every thought he has ever had, every hope and every dream. Ralph has no history—no past and no future. This is the worst it has ever been when Gelahn reads him, moulds Ralph’s will to his. All the Overlord can do is wait for the mind-executioner to discover everything that has happened since Ralph returned here without him. Discover it and punish him.


    This time, however, something is different.


    In the darkness, and even in the pain which tracks through his body as the wolfhounds track young wolves, something remains untouched. Something green and glowing, like the colour around his hand just before Gelahn arrived. And even as Ralph thinks this thought, the green glow surrounds it. Within its faint circle, there is no darkness.


    Safe.


    The word floats, a deeper green framing it. Safe. Ralph reaches for it. Not with his hand, but with his thought. Somehow it captures him and for a long, long moment, all the life he has led since this morning, all the memories he has of this one day—the horse ride, the steward, the hidden library—are bound within its strength.


    The emeralds, he thinks, this must be to do with the emeralds.


    Then Gelahn lets go.


    The darkness draws itself together and seeps away. Ralph knows it can’t be real and it’s simply his imagination, but he almost believes he can see it creeping home into Duncan Gelahn’s eyes. Odd how when he’s able to breathe again the day outside is as it should be. The winter sun is shining and there’s a crisp edge to the air in the room.


    Gelahn speaks. “You have found it hard to hold your lands together then.”


    This is not of course a question, but Ralph answers as if it is.


    “The wars with Gathandria have all but destroyed us,” he says, knowing the wars are not the worst of it. “Each battle fought in the mind on our journey there and back has carved out its mirror image in blood and death and grief here. And when our defeat came …”


    The executioner holds up his hand. Fearful of what his enemy might still discover in him, even now, Ralph falls silent. Gelahn leans forward, and the Overlord can see strange grey lights in his eyes.


    “It is not a defeat,” he whispers, but there is no gentleness in his tone. “It is not a defeat when the battle has not yet truly begun. It is a setback only, no more.”


    Ralph cannot help himself. He laughs. “A setback that has torn down so many of our buildings that there is barely an untouched one left, set our fields on fire so our planting is lost and we face starvation, scattered the Lammas people to the lands around us and incited the desire to rebel in those who remain. Forgive me, but, for me, that is far more than a setback. I …”


    Even while he’s speaking, the mind-executioner knocks him to his knees, and Ralph feels the constriction in his throat. Gelahn hasn’t moved. The lack of the mind-cane has not drained his power in personal combat. That much is obvious.


    This time when Gelahn speaks, it is directly to Ralph’s mind, and the Overlord closes his eyes and tries to breathe through the pain.


    Do not insult me again, or what you think of now as disaster will be as nothing compared to what will happen to you and to your people. Do you understand?


    Beyond speech, all Ralph can do is nod. When Gelahn lets go, he turns his back to the Overlord as if he is nothing and strolls over to the window. Ralph clambers to his feet, rubs the soreness at his throat and wishes for wine.


    In the silence, he waits for his conqueror to speak first. He does not trust his voice not to shake. He can still hear Gelahn’s dogs. Outside, thank the gods and stars. Ralph hopes they are harming nobody, but understands that if he makes any more mistakes then deaths will occur.


    What the executioner says is not what Ralph expects.


    “You still have your fighting troops then.”


    Ralph blinks. “Yes. Some of them.”


    Gelahn turns then and fixes him with his gaze. The Overlord is unable to look away.


    “That wasn’t a question, Lord Tregannon,” he says. “I had already gleaned that from your mind. You have always been so open to me. I trust that good wisdom you show will continue, now that we are more in need of each other.”


    Ralph longs to ask how he can possibly need Gelahn when all he has caused is disaster and pain. He expects him to pick up on those thoughts, but the green glow that lurks in the corner of Ralph’s mind is still there and swallows them up. His heart beats faster.


    Gelahn does not react, but simply pauses for a moment and then continues speaking. “Yes, you are in need of me as, without me, your power and command over your people will be nothing. And I …”


    “Yes, Lord Gelahn?”


    “I am in need of you for the men you possess, however few. And most of all for the military skills you have.”


    Ralph laughs and the mind-executioner cocks his head. After a moment or so, when the Overlord is silent, Gelahn inspects his fingernails, waiting for him to speak.


    “I cannot believe that to be true,” Ralph says at last. “You have power enough, even without the mind-cane. You can destroy us all.”


    The mind-executioner’s answer makes Ralph’s thoughts grow as dark as his arrival made the sky outside.


    “That is correct,” he says in a way that makes Ralph shiver. “And, again, you are wise to note it. But this time, Tregannon, the battle will be fought not only in the realm of the mind, but also in the physical realm. This time, the blood that we shed will be first and foremost in the flesh and the death we deal our enemies will be permanent.”


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Three: A new companion


    Annyeke


    In the small home of the Acting Elder of Gathandria, surrounded by the remains of bread and with two worried men to soothe, Annyeke was about to say something inspirational if she only knew what that might be.


    But the sound of shouting from the street outside stopped her, then the noise of wood scraping on stone. The next moment, her front door was slammed open, the entrance curtain torn down, and a vast mass of wild white terror launched itself through the room towards the table. Blood poured from its frame, and she and Talus and the two men flung themselves out of the way as the beast skittered across the floor and skidded to a halt.


    In the shocking silence following this onslaught, as Talus clung to her, the mind-cane began to hum.


    Annyeke had always hated birds and, by the gods and stars, especially legendary ones. So she stared at the great white snow-raven from the Kingdom of the Air now sprawled on the stone floor against her eating table and shuddered. The beast was almost the size of a grown man, with the span of its wings nearly doubling that length. It brought with it a strange smell of cinnamon and lime which turned her stomach. She could feel the swift tumbling of Talus’ mind against hers and fought for balance for them both.


    Simon was backed up against the wall, the mind-cane abandoned at his side and his hand touching his cheek. No, more than touching it. For a reason she couldn’t fathom he looked as if he was protecting it. Why would he wish to do that? The bird, whatever it might be in reality, was at the moment no danger. In fact, it looked as if it might even be dead, which would be a good thing. There was certainly enough blood for that to be true. The stonework must have somehow torn through its feathers.


    Johan was already there, his hands touching the fallen bird, firm but gentle. Annyeke sighed, then shook her head to dispel the thought.


    “Is it dead?” she asked, easing Talus away from her but keeping her hand on his arm.


    “I don’t think so.” Johan frowned but didn’t look up, continuing his examination of the bird.


    “Am I right? It looks like a…”


    “…a snow-raven.” Simon confirmed it, his voice low, and Annyeke blinked.


    She’d been right, although she couldn’t understand why it should be here at all. She herself had never seen such a bird directly, though many of her fellows had. They were the stuff of Gathandrian legend, talked about in all the ancient tales and many of the modern ones. She’d glimpsed them with the Elders by means of the mind-circle’s power when she was watching Johan take his long, hard journey home with Simon but, because of the light that emanated from them, Annyeke had never seen one in any detail. It had been an impression of whiteness and song.


    “It’s dying,” Johan said.


    “He,” was the Scribe’s hissed response. “Their leader is a he.”


    “I can’t sense anything,” Johan turned to Simon, raising one eyebrow. “You can’t know that for sure.”


    “I know. It’s the raven leader, and he’s not dead.”


    Time to intervene, Annyeke thought. Even though she hated birds, she didn’t particularly want a dead one in her home. A dead bird would somehow be even more horrific than a living one, legend or no legend. And the men were, once again, doing nothing to stop this possibility.


    She steeled herself for compassionate action. “Talus, take the largest jug and fetch water from the street well. Simon, give me your tunic. Johan? Can you put the bird on the table? It will be…”


    “He,” Simon said again.


    “…he will be easier to tend to there.”


    A small storm of activity ensued as her companions hurried to obey her commands. In spite of everything, it felt good to be doing something at last, however unsuccessful it might be, because she was tired of doing nothing.


    In a matter of moments, the bird was on the table and Annyeke, heart skittering a staccato rhythm, was dipping a piece of Simon’s tunic, torn into strips, into clear water, almost as if this was an everyday occurrence.


    As she began to clear up the blood, at arms’ length and with her face half turned away, she distracted herself from the fact that she was all but touching the bird directly by concentrating on Simon.


    “How do you know he’s not dead?” she asked, praying that whatever happened, the still raven under her hands would not suddenly stir or open its eye at her. If it did, she was sure she’d scream and flee. Not a good plan for the Elders’ chosen leader.


    “I can hear him,” the Scribe answered simply. “In my head.”


    Unable to stop herself, Annyeke made a quick pass through the top level of Simon’s thoughts. She couldn’t sense anything out of place there. Whatever he was experiencing must be somewhere deeper or it was hidden by the mind-cane. She didn’t think he was lying.


    “I’m sorry,” Johan said. “I can’t sense any life at all.”


    “No.” As the scribe spoke, Annyeke felt a sudden jab in her mind, as if someone had slapped her. At the same time, Simon pushed past her and put his hand on the raven’s snowy back. Johan began to speak, his voice low, reaching out towards the scribe, but she never got to hear what he might have wanted to say.


    


    Simon


    He knew the raven wasn’t dead. The bird couldn’t be dead. Thoughts and images, a jumble of sea and sky, feather, mountain and desert, were filling his mind. Simon’s heart beat fast and he could feel the muscles in his shoulders begin to ache. If the snow-raven was dead, where were the pictures coming from?


    Nor did he want the raven to be alive. The memory of his strange encounter with the bird, the questions Simon had had to answer to save his life, the attack and the agonising healing of the scar on his face, made him shiver.


    Still, when Annyeke asked him, he took off his tunic, trying to ignore the sudden chill against his skin, and tore it into strips for her. But it was Johan’s refusal to believe the truths that throbbed in his head which drove him to action. Pushing between the woman and the table, he put his hand on the bird. An instinctive gesture only, he hadn’t thought what it might do.


    It woke the raven.


    The bird reared up, its massive beak only a hair’s breadth from Simon’s eye. Wings came up also, spattering blood onto wood and stone. A raucous shriek filled the air. The bird launched itself at him and the scribe ducked. In spite of this, solid claws slammed into his shoulder and he fell, scrabbling at the floor. All the images and strange words in his head disappeared. He could no longer hear the raven within him at all.


    Johan flung himself after the bird, though Simon had no idea what his friend might do if he caught the raven. He missed. At the same time, Annyeke grabbed Talus and pushed him roughly through the door. He wondered whether they should all do the same, though, knowing Gathandrians, that probably wasn’t an option. Meanwhile the raven flew, still shrieking, between walls and ceiling and floor. The table was overturned, jugs and pots fell with a clatter, some smashing to pieces, and an acrid smell of herbs filled the room, almost overpowering the scent of blood.


    Do something then.


    The words were Johan’s.


    How? Simon answered, astonished he could still create a mind-link, however small and tenuous.


    You brought the raven to life. Now you need to calm it again. Soon.


    Breaking the mind-link and wishing he’d never got out of bed since it seemed to have brought nothing but danger and noise upon the whole household, Simon cursed aloud and hauled himself to his feet. In mid flight, the raven all but knocked him down again.


    Simon.


    The link hadn’t been broken then. All right.


    As Annyeke tried to save the rest of her household crockery, Johan sprang after the destroyer of houses once more. His efforts knocked the bird off balance, and the raven fell back towards Simon.


    Heart beating far too much out of control, the scribe stretched out his arms, wrapped them in vain round the great boulder of white feathered power, and man and bird tumbled together to the floor.


    He understood several different things at once. First, the boy, Talus, had gone beyond any sense of fear and was starting, from his relatively safe position outside the door peering in, to enjoy the whole adventure. Simon wasn’t sure how this might help, but at the very least it meant less sense of jaggedness to fight against. And his mind needed all the respite it could seize. Secondly, he realised how much Annyeke hated birds, though he couldn’t fathom why. Thirdly, he found that he, like Talus, was enjoying having something other than himself and the likely fate of Gathandria to focus on. And, finally, he realised exactly how blank and unstable his own mind was.


    As the scribe tumbled down with the enraged bird, he could see Annyeke holding Johan back despite his stature.


    Wait, Simon heard in his mind, a thought shared only between the two of them but which somehow he also could hear.


    At the same time, the bird’s shrieks stopped. Instead of the raucous thought piercing sound, he heard only silence.


    From where he lay on the floor, the raven overpowering him, the scribe saw Johan reach out, take Annyeke’s hand where it rested on his arm and pat it once before letting go. Then Johan took the two strides necessary to reach him and hunkered down.


    The raven twisted where he lay in Simon’s grip and stared at Johan. The black eye blinked, and it felt as if a spate of dark water had tumbled through the scribe’s mind and he gasped. Johan, too, almost fell except Simon grabbed him, keeping him safe.


    The raven flapped free, then hopped up onto the table, opened his beak noiselessly and gazed for a moment or two at them all. When her turn came, Annyeke stepped back and Simon could sense her fear once more.


    Finally, the raven stretched out the wing nearest the scribe and brushed his shoulder with it. The mind-cane, all but forgotten in the corner, quivered, hummed for a heartbeat before it, too, fell silent.


    It was Annyeke who spoke first, with more than a slight tremor in her voice.


    “I-I think you’ve found another companion, Simon,” she said.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Four: A kind of preparation


    


    Annyeke


    It was the first thing that came out of her mouth. And in her years on Gathandrian soil, she’d learned that sometimes it was best to trust what you said. Anything was better than thinking things through too much and trying to be logical. Unlike Johan, Annyeke liked to work from her instincts.


    “Some companion,” Johan snorted. “He all but killed us.”


    “No, he didn’t,” Talus interrupted, as he sidled in from the door. “The bird was frightened, that was all.”


    “How do you know that?” Annyeke asked, sensing the growing calm and curiosity of the boy’s mind.


    He gazed up at her.


    “Birds are always frightened indoors,” he said.


    She nodded, thinking they weren’t the only ones.


    “He’s not frightened now,” Simon said quietly. “You’re right. He’s come to be with me.”


    When she looked across the table at him, Annyeke could see how pale the scribe’s face was. All the time, the snow-raven continued to stare at the four of them, his wing still resting on Simon’s shoulder.


    It came to her that it was time to take up the cloak of leadership the Elders had bequeathed to her. She was no longer protecting a sick man and waiting for an absent one. She was in charge of a small band looking to her for guidance. However, before squaring her shoulders and opening her mouth, Annyeke couldn’t help glancing at Johan. He smiled briefly at her, but his eyes were bleak.


    She turned away.


    “What I think we should do is this,” she said and then, before she fully understood it, everything became clear. “We need to prepare for the battle Gelahn will bring upon us. That much is obvious. To do that, we need strength, both mental and physical. Because, without the mind-cane, Gelahn’s mental power will be weaker, and he must compensate for that elsewhere. The only action he can take—the action I’d take—is to fight with a combination of both. He’ll do anything to get his power back. Here, in Gathandria, he spent so long without it.”


    “In the Elders’ prison, you mean?” Johan interrupted, a frown on his handsome face.


    She nodded. The knowledge of the cage in the Underground Library, the books and all she had discovered from them swept over her once more—Gelahn’s attempt at power, his imprisonment, the Elders’ cruelty and how they had allowed him to escape. And why. There in her home she opened her mind to them and finally told the full story of what she had found and what it had meant to them all, even Talus, though for her young charge she threaded her mind-words with comfort. The harshness of some acts should only be truly felt by the adult world.


    When she’d finished, the mind-cane began to hum and the raven hopped elegantly off the table, its wounds even now beginning to vanish, and half flew to stand next to the cane, though not too near. The humming faded to nothing.


    “I hadn’t known the depths and depravity of it,” Johan whispered, and she could hear the shock and grief in his voice, the same feelings she had experienced at first seeing Gelahn’s prison.


    “I know. I’m sorry,” she replied, once again laying her fingers on his arm for a moment or two. The touch of him warmed her and she let him go before he could realise it.


    Simon gave her a sharp glance and a brief smile before speaking. “So he’s more like me than we thought?”


    “How so?” This from Johan as he took two or three paces towards the scribe. Annyeke winced as he stepped onto one of her already broken dishes. It cracked into unsalvageable pieces. “You are nothing like the mind-executioner. Nothing at all!”


    The raven unfurled his wings and hissed at Johan. The mind-cane began to tremble.


    The scribe moved quickly to put himself between them and Johan. “You think so? Well, perhaps the fact I’m only half Gathandrian gives me a different point of view. Your Elders release Gelahn in order to bring things to a conclusion. Unfortunately, what they get is a ruined city, destroyed neighbours…and me. And I’ve done nobody any good so far, so all I can think is they must have been wrong in their assumptions about us both. Not only that but, as far as I can see, the mind-executioner has been driven by pain to take up the course of life he’s chosen. When I was with Ralph Tregannon, was I really that different? And, if so, how exactly?”


    The two men glared at each other. Annyeke had never experienced such waves of anger as those crackling in the air between them.


    “It doesn’t matter, does it?” she interrupted before the chaos in her eating area that the raven had instigated began again. “However, unlike the background, what matters is what you’ve done with it, and what matters more than anything is the current time. Yes, I know you’ve brought about bad things, Simon, but not to the degree Gelahn has. And you’re trying to help now, aren’t you?”


    Both men muttered something Annyeke decided against interpreting. The ways of Gathandrian men, however diluted the blood, were beyond her. It was best to take a female approach to the situation.


    “That being the case,” she continued, “what I suggest is this. Simon needs to have a thorough grounding of what our country is and tries to achieve. He also needs to develop his mind-skills enough to use the mind-cane’s power in our battle. I will help him with that. The snow-raven might be able to help, too, though you will understand more of that side of the matter, Simon.”


    Annyeke hoped he did, as she didn’t have a single good idea about that bird at all. But she smiled confidently at the scribe anyway and his expression cleared. So far so good then, in her new role as battle preparation supervisor.


    “So,” Johan said, folding his arms, “what role shall I play, Annyeke?”


    By the gods and stars, she knew even before he’d finished his question that it would have been wiser, perhaps, to give him the role of mind-counsellor. But no, she still felt she was right to be the scribe’s teacher. Besides, after the journey Simon had had to endure to get here, he would need another mind to work with. Familiarity with a mentor could be a curse—one of the first truths Johan had taught her. She wished he’d remembered it, too.


    Annyeke swallowed, the sound of it clogging her thoughts. The raven gave a low-pitched whistle and she realised at once what she’d been forgetting.


    “Johan,” she faced him, leaning over the table, capturing his eyes and not letting them go. “I need you to prepare the people for war in the physical realm. You have battled recently with Gelahn, you know his strategies. You are the one to teach our people to fight. Really fight, with weapons and bodies, not just with their minds. Please, will you do it?”


    His first thought was no. Annyeke sensed that as clearly as if he’d shouted across the room at her. After all, he was Chief Advisor to the Sub-Council of Meditation, not a soldier. Gathandrians hadn’t used physical skills in battle for generations; they hadn’t needed to as their mind-skills had been more than enough protection. Until now.


    “Really?” Simon’s voice made her jump, and she realised that the scribe could hear Johan’s thoughts just as well as she could. “Those mind-skills aren’t doing you much good at the moment, are they, Johan? Your city is all but destroyed, and both the Elders and Annyeke are convinced there’s another battle to come. I know I’m not the bravest person in the lands, but in the days before I came to the Lammas Lands, I would do anything at all, physical or mental, to stay alive. You have led me here across mountains, sky, desert and sea, which surely shows you have physical courage. If anyone of us must take the role of soldier, then it’s you. Yes, if you feel it necessary, I can help a little with the skills I saw in Ralph’s military, but you’re the best leader, I think.”


    Faced with the combined forces of his friends, Johan couldn’t help but smile, albeit briefly.


    “I see I’m outnumbered,” he said, “so yes, I will do it.”


    Talus gave a sudden yelp and grabbed Annyeke. She could feel the fizz and sparkle of the boy’s mind dancing, and the sheer energy of it made her blink.


    “Can I help Johan?” he said. “Please, Annyeke, can I?”


    She laughed. “Yes, I suppose so, if Johan agrees. You’ve proved how brave you are already, Talus, when you followed me to the elders’ Library. But, if I’m to allow it, you must promise me one thing.”


    “What is it?”


    “This is no game, Talus. This is real. So whatever Johan or Simon or I tell you to do, you must do it, at once and without question. Will you?”


    The boy nodded, his eyes still eager, then glanced up at Johan. For a reason she couldn’t quite grasp, her colleague looked distinctly uncomfortable and she saw him swallow. Talus tugged at his tunic sleeve, the question still in his eyes.


    Johan coughed and shuffled his feet.


    “All right,” he said. “I’m happy to accept all the help I can get, from any source, no matter how…how…”


    Annyeke drew in her breath and her heart beat fast. She’d never suspected before that her overseer had no idea at all how to talk to children, but right now he looked as if he’d rather be fighting the mind-executioner single handedly than being in front of a young boy asking to help. She was about to step forward, but Simon got there first. The scribe hunkered down next to Talus instead of towering over him, as Johan was.


    “…How unexpected and also welcome is what my good friend means,” Simon said, touching the boy’s head with his fingers so thought could more easily be shared. This gesture was not Gathandrian etiquette, but Talus didn’t object. Neither did Annyeke. “I think that in the days ahead all of us will need some unexpected, welcome events, won’t we?”


    The boy smiled and nodded, confidence restored.


    “Good,” Annyeke said, bending down to pick up slivers of pottery from the floor next to him, mainly in order to hide her smile. “In that case, what we should do first is tidy up, and then we’ll begin our tasks.”


    


    Duncan Gelahn


    There is much that is pleasing to the mind-executioner about Tregannon’s private bedroom, much that he has not experienced in his battle to take back what is his. The curtains are made of the richest green velvet, decorated with the Tregannon insignia, a gold star split by a black sword. And, between the sconces, the wall hangings show scenes from the land beyond the castle, from a time before the war destroyed much of what Lammas possessed—the woods in summer, a riot of dark green against a rich blue sky, a view across corn pastures to the distant mountains and a harvesting party.


    Ralph’s bed is the centrepiece of the room. The linen is embroidered in gold, the pattern an interpretation of all the stars to be found in the Lammas skies. It is the intricate carving of the headboard that draws Gelahn’s eye most. A long fox is caught by the sculptor padding across the grained oak. The executioner can see each strand of fur and every rippling muscle, and the rays of sunlight streaming through the window make the creature’s eyes seem alive. Odd how, for a sophisticated man, Tregannon favours nature and the star legends. The fox is the Overlord’s sign, cunning and swiftness of thought.


    The Lammas Overlord now possesses neither of these attributes. Instead, he looks beaten by what has happened and his mind is jagged with despair. The mind-executioner cannot help but smile at this as he runs his finger along the body of the fox; it is always best for one’s companions to be weaker than oneself. Without hope or purpose, Ralph Tregannon will be easy to manipulate. And if he is not…well, because of the Scribe’s words at the end of the recent battle, Tregannon cannot be harmed, but he can be made to suffer. That should be enough. All he wants from the Lord Tregannon are his military skills, the minds and bodies of his soldiers and the weapons at their disposal.


    Now, Tregannon stares at him, his eyes wide. Gelahn can sense his thoughts well enough before the man actually speaks.


    “A physical war?” he says, taking a step back. “You plan to fight Gathandria by force of arms and men? How? The land is so far away. Will you take my whole army, what is left of it, and fly them to the magical city?”


    Gelahn spits his anger out. “There is nothing magical about Gathandria, believe me.”


    “I thought it was the most beautiful place I have ever seen—a land of tall glass and stone, although damaged, from the little I glimpsed of it.”


    “Beautiful or not—and if you have seen the parts of it I have seen, you would not call it thus—we will fight it and we will win because the evils it has perpetrated do not allow it to survive. There will be a reckoning, and beyond that, a turning of fortunes. For when Gathandria dies, and it will, your people and your lands will live.”


    A silence. The mind-executioner can sense the Lammas Overlord’s longing for his people’s protection and his land’s renewal. It is so strong, he could almost stretch out his hand and touch it. Tregannon is concerned for his own safety and position, too, naturally—what man or woman is not?—but, strangely, not as much as he was before. What has changed? As Gelahn waits for his companion to respond to his enticements, he performs a quick, unnoticed search through the Lammasser’s mind. Even though Tregannon is a Sensitive, the mind-executioner is skilled enough to do this without discovery. He needs no mind-cane for that. A Gathandrian child could do it.


    Tregannon’s eyes are clouded. And there is a hint of…something green about him. What is it? Gelahn spins his thoughts through the man’s mind again but finds nothing. He is only imagining it. Tregannon has nothing the mind-executioner cannot conquer, or use for his own purposes. Even now, his companion is speaking and Gelahn withdraws from his thoughts. Speech can sometimes reveal secrets of its own.


    “My lands,” the Overlord whispers, as if speaking only to himself, as if he no longer realises who is with him, “will not be the same again. It will take the power and mercy of whoever comes after me to make us what we once were.”


    In only three strides, Gelahn is face to face with Tregannon. He reaches out and grabs the Overlord’s tunic, still stained and crumpled from his recent ride, and shakes him. Tregannon holds his ground, doesn’t cry out, in spite of the burning sensation Gelahn knows is sweeping through his shoulder and up over his face from the mind-executioner’s touch. For a moment, Gelahn even allows himself to be impressed by that; he will need such small courage in the days ahead before Tregannon’s inevitable and long drawn-out suffering.


    “No,” he says, searing the word like a deadly fire through the other man’s thoughts. “There is no room in our mission for such thinking, because, together, the two of us have fortitude and lust enough to destroy forever any opposition that dares to fight us. Believe me, Tregannon, against such things, the mind-cane has no law and no strength. The army we create between us will be such a conquering force as Gathandria has never seen. Our future—your future—will be glorious. Nothing can stop it.”


    


    Annyeke


    It was time. She hadn’t prepared for this, but she’d known all along it was inevitable. The heat of a Gathandrian mid-day cycle, even in winter’s approach, shone down on the middle of the Square of Meeting. Around her, she could see the destroyed glass towers of the Council buildings, the sun sparking off the jagged fragments, lightening the stone to a near silver. Lining the wide shattered streets were the withered husks of the once glowing orange and lemon trees. How she longed for the scent of them now and to hear their soft song. Three hour-cycles since the snow-raven had arrived and she was here at last. Had the bird sparked off something in her? She didn’t know and now wasn’t the time to ponder it.


    She had decided to gather the people of Gathandria together and to talk to them. She’d had enough of distant voices making plans and subjecting her to them. The elders had done too much of that. She wouldn’t follow in their footsteps. Not if she could help it, anyway. She’d explained her ideas to Simon and Johan. Now it was time to explain them to the rest of her fellow-citizens. A bead of sweat trickled down her face. It had been a long three hours. Just long enough to send out a string of mind-messages across the city to ask people to come. Some, of course, wouldn’t. Trust in the elders had been destroyed during the recent Wars and Annyeke fully understood the doubts she’d sensed about her own leadership, such as it was. Those absentees were, of course, the people she most needed to speak to.


    No matter. From a brief glance across the Square, with its background of poplars framing the park, she estimated that about five thousand men, women and children were here, a quarter of the Gathandrian survivors, enough for the message to be conveyed to those who’d remained behind. Not enough to make up for the twenty thousand plus who didn’t have the choice of being here, though. Annyeke’s eyes filled with tears, but she brushed them away. She couldn’t afford to cry. She had to convey something to give these people hope. She had to learn, in so swift a time, to begin to be a leader.


    If only she’d thought of what she should say.


    Next to her, a shadow and a light touch on her hand. She blinked, turned and it was the scribe, of all people. Behind him, she could see Johan’s troubled frown.


    “I don’t know what you intend to do,” Simon whispered, leaning towards her, “but I think getting your people together like this is a good beginning.”


    For a beat of her heart, she stared at him and then she nodded. Yes, she supposed he was right. Even this was better than nothing.


    Placing her hands together in front of her, she focused herself so what she would say would be carried to her listeners, not only in sound but also in their minds, because few would hear her aloud but all would be able to hear her words and her truth in their thoughts. She hoped there would be truth.


    “Our land was once a land of harmony,” she began, feeling the words vibrate deep within. “That is the meaning of our name and our purpose. We have fallen far short of that in recent time-cycles, not that we should hold any one individual blameworthy for that. The wrongdoing is, as it has always been for us, a collective one. We choose those who govern us, and when they make unwise decisions then the blame is ours also. That is the way we live. Now, many of us have perished in the wars. Our homes are destroyed and our great city a shadow of its former glory. Beyond us, our neighbours also suffer, and that, too, is our responsibility and our shame.”


    Annyeke paused, tears filling her eyes. She could sense the despair, grief and anger flowing over her from the assembled crowds. For a moment, she found she couldn’t breathe, and the inner purpose she’d managed to hold steady in her mind all this time trembled. She couldn’t go on. All her words, all her hopes were as a pine sapling battered by a summer storm. Glancing down, she could see Talus’ fingers curled around hers, but she couldn’t grasp what he might be thinking. What was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she connect to him?


    Annyeke.


    Her name spun out of the chaos of her thoughts like a strong hand reaching to save her from drowning. Johan. When she looked at him, he was gazing straight at her and she could almost see the echo of her name on his lips, although the word had been offered directly to her mind only. It was enough to bring her to herself and she nodded her thanks before turning back to the people again.


    This time, their feelings did not cut her down.


    “But that is not the end,” she continued. “Because we are more than the sum of what we have done wrong. We—all of us—are greater than that. In spite of all we have suffered up to this point, we are not defeated. No. We have been hard pressed on every side but we are not crushed. We have been struck down but we are not destroyed. This is because each of us is more than we seem to be. We always carry within us the Spirit of Gathandria and that Spirit will never desert us.”


    She could sense it now amongst her listeners—the colour green amongst the black and red of despair and misery. Not much, but it was there. It was enough.


    “The elders have retired from us for a while,” she spoke, her voice and her mind stronger now. “They have gone to the Place of Prayer and Healing beyond our city but they will not be gone forever. They are part of us and we of them, no matter what has taken place. Whilst they are meditating and, I am sure, giving us strength through that sacred practice, they have bequeathed to me the mantle of leadership. But I do not carry this burden alone. My friends and companions are with me—Johan Montfort, Simon the Scribe of the White Lands, my charge Talus and…and the snow-raven, a traveller from the Kingdom of the Air. Not only that, but we, the people of Gathandria, work together and we are never without help. As long as we live and move and have our being in this land, we will stand together. And we will fight against our enemy, the Mind-Executioner, who threatens to destroy all things.


    “Up to this point, the battle has been only in the mind, but it has been a harsh one. We believe that when the Mind-Executioner strikes again, he will also confront us in the physical realm. He has no other choice; the mind-cane is no longer his. So the battle will be on two fronts. But we have a plan to prepare ourselves for this ordeal. My colleague and overseer, Johan Montfort, with the help of Talus, will prepare our people for physical battle. Both of my friends have suffered much and are willing to take this duty for the sake of Gathandria’s survival. As for the realms of the mind, I and Simon the Scribe will lead that area of our training. With the kingdoms of body and mind combined, I believe we can fight our enemies and win, for ourselves, for our families and friends, for Gathandria and for our neighbours who rely on our oversight. But it is you, the people who made this city, who will bring success or failure to our endeavours. So I appeal to you all, on behalf of Gathandria’s great Spirit, please, will you put your minds, hearts and bodies to this worthy cause?”


    She felt clarity easing through her thoughts. Nothing more to say. Nothing more she could tell them.


    A silence.


    Then, as if from nowhere, a vast shout, heard in the air and in the mind.


    Yes.


    The word was magnified countless times. The echo of it filled the Square of Meeting. It reached the trees and all but ruined yellow grasses of the park. It sang through the broken glass and broken buildings of the city. Even guessing at everything that might be to come, Annyeke smiled. It was enough—for now.

  


  
    

    The First Gathandrian Legend: Fortitude and Lust


    Simon


    All this was bigger than he’d imagined. The earlier scenes at what Johan had called the Square of Meeting had swept through the scribe and he couldn’t rid himself of the taste. It should have made him more confident. The fact that the people of Gathandria had accepted Annyeke’s leadership and, by default, his own presence here should have helped. He knew that.


    But it didn’t. It made him feel overwhelmed. How could he possibly live up to what they might expect of him? With his history of betrayal, murder and downright cowardice, how could he really help? Still, he mustn’t think like that. He’d changed since leaving the Lammas Lands. He wasn’t the same man, so he must find a new way of meditating about himself. The past remained, but today he could not mend what he had done. Other pressing matters called him.


    On the floor next to him, the mind-cane quivered and began to whine. Simon shook his head to displace his thoughts and tried to imagine nothing. After a moment, the high-pitched noise stopped and he breathed again. Odd how the artefact picked up so strongly on his own emotions; at times he felt as if it was nothing more than an extension of himself. A dangerous thing—he was never sure whether the cane would attack him or defend him. Moreover, it seemed to be too easy to make it angry and so hard to know what it wanted or how he might be supposed to work with it. He still couldn’t believe he’d used it to attack and almost defeat Duncan Gelahn only a few day-cycles ago. That didn’t feel like something he would do.


    He gazed round the room he sat in, glad that Annyeke had brought him here. She called it her work area in the Sub-Council of Meditation. To him, it seemed to be a room of two distinct halves—the calm tidiness of Johan’s area, which made him smile, and the creative muddle of Annyeke’s. The walls were mainly bare stone, apart from three small glass engravings of the park, whose surface was scored with tiny lines, the aftermath of the mind-battles. As a result, their beauty had long since vanished and Annyeke had told him the damage could not be repaired. There was a faint smell of lavender and apples in the air. Being a scribe, Simon’s working area, in those lucky times he’d actually had one, had consisted of wherever he happened to be living. He closed his eyes for a moment or two and imagined how it would be if he had a work area of his very own, somewhere he could go to and escape from his real life, somewhere he could have control of, where he’d be safe. He could sit and think and write, and there’d be no need to take long journeys to strange places, meet members of his family he’d never met before, or fight mysterious battles. Oh yes, by the gods and stars, that would be the nearest to perfection he could envisage. He was a scribe, not a soldier.


    Even as these thoughts flowed through his blood, the scribe became aware of a deep silence around him. When he opened his eyes, the table, the walls, the room and even Annyeke were gone and all he could see was a vast expanse of water shimmering blue and silver, and above only empty sky. He gasped and tried to stand but it was impossible. He was kneeling on what looked to be a beach, similar to the one he’d seen with Johan before travelling through the Kingdom of the Water. His limbs wouldn’t obey the commands of his thought. The air smelt of winter lilac, a memory he’d not had since youth.


    Glancing from side to side, heart beating fast, he could see a line of trees to the right. He fell to his hands and tried to crawl towards them. A sound like rushing waters filled his ears.


    The trees were moving, swaying in his direction. Elms, he thought. Despite the fact they were a field’s length away he recoiled, this time scrabbling backwards, away from them. The sound became a roar. It was coming from the trees. A cloud passed over them, shot through with streaks of pink as if it were evening, but the rest of the sky remained a vibrant blue. It obscured the trees, diving down towards the scribe where he cowered transfixed on sand as if it were a wolf seeking his prey. The wild howling pierced his mind. Unable to think, unable even to breathe, Simon buried his head in his hands, his whole body shaking.


    As the howling swept over him, two words crystallised into something he could understand. Learn well.


    Crying out, he fell sideways and found his hands clasping something solid, grainy, that dug into his skin.


    “Simon? Simon? Are you all right?”


    Blinking, he looked up at Annyeke. She was shaking his shoulder from across the desk. The desk that he was gripping as if he feared he was about to drown. He gazed round for reassurance. Yes, this was Annyeke’s work area, where he’d been before…before whatever had just happened. He could see the piled up papers on her table, the gleaming array of four quills angled in a writing-pot, those nearly bare walls, and the broken window overlooking the park.


    He could also hear the hum of the mind-cane, not only outwardly but also in his thoughts. With a groan, he glanced beyond Annyeke, at the snow-raven perched on a stool at the corner of the room. The great bird spread his wings, gave one brief and raucous cry and the cane fell silent.


    Annyeke frowned.


    “What’s wrong? What happened?” she asked.


    “I don’t know,” Simon shook his head. “I was here and then I was…somewhere else.”


    “Where?”


    He tried to think how to explain, glad she was using speech and not contacting him directly. His mind felt too shaky for that. “Near water. On sand. The water stretched beyond what the eye could see and there were trees to my left. For a moment, everything was peaceful, and I…I wanted to be there even though I couldn’t get up. I was kneeling on the sand. Then, a cloud appeared above the trees and began to race towards me. I knew it would overpower me, swallow me up, but I couldn’t run. I screamed but it was too late. The cloud was upon me and then…”


    “Then…?”


    “I heard a voice saying, Learn well. And then I was here once more. Annyeke, what does it mean?”


    She sighed, turned and made her way back behind the table. “I don’t know. What we’re doing here isn’t anything we’ve done before, Simon. I have nothing to compare it with, no wise advice to give. All I would say is this—hold onto any visions you have as we prepare for Gelahn’s second attack on us. Ponder them in your heart. They may mean something, but this is too new for me to know what that might be.”


    “What about the voice?”


    Annyeke gestured, as if plucking words out of air. At the same time, the raven flapped his way towards the window and perched precariously on a stool next to it. As he spread his wings, the fate of further papers piled up on a shelf hung in the balance. Annyeke glanced at the bird and flinched, but obviously chose to ignore the situation.


    “Well then,” she said. “Could the voice have been your own?”


    “No, I don’t think so.”


    His companion cleared her throat. It looked as if his training was about to begin, but there was more he needed to know. A question plucking at his mind, creating an itch he had no choice but to satisfy. He didn’t know where it came from.


    “What is the Spirit of Gathandria?” he said.


    


    Annyeke


    The red-haired woman settled herself on her familiar work area chair and gazed at the scribe opposite her. She hadn’t expected him to ask that, but he was a man and half Gathandrian so she should have realised the impossibility of predicting what he might do or say next. She wished now that she’d connected to his full thoughts anyway, without permission, although that would be the height of rudeness. Even so, it might have prepared her for such a question. Not only that, there were actions she needed to take, and soon, but she had sensed it was more important to give Simon a purpose before his unsteady resolve was shaken further.


    This wasn’t made any easier by the presence of the mind-cane, nor by the bright shape of the snow-raven near the window. All of which meant, of course, that in the room with them were the scribe’s most feared object and her own. The snow-raven currently perched on a small stool, the bulk of his wings threatening to topple her fragile pile of meditation records. The bird gazed outside and even Annyeke, in the muddle of impressions she gained from the raven, was overwhelmed by his sense of longing. She, too, wished he would fly back to the Kingdom of the Air, but for very different reasons.


    “The Gathandrian Spirit?” she ventured. “Why do you ask?”


    “I’m not sure. You spoke of it to the people, and the phrase was suddenly there, in my head. I couldn’t deny it.”


    “I see.”


    But she didn’t. Not really. The Spirit of Gathandria wasn’t understood, or even known about, by those outside the City. From the day-cycles before written records began, the elders had guarded that secret first, above all others. And here was the Lost One gazing at her, with the words he’d spoken hovering between them.


    What in the gods’ and stars’ names should she do now? Well, perhaps this, too, would turn out to be part of Simon’s essential mind-practice.


    “It’s hard to explain,” she said at last. “The Spirit is part of who we are. It’s something we’re born with and we come to know more fully as we mature. Amongst those who aren’t Gathandrian, it’s not really spoken of.”


    “Why not?”


    Good question. And not one she’d had to consider before. The scribe might be, in some manner she couldn’t fully comprehend, the answer to all their problems and pain, but it was obvious that didn’t mean the journey would be a smooth one.


    She struggled to answer him. “Tradition, I suppose, and the assumption that people who don’t live here wouldn’t understand, and so there’s little point in talking about it.”


    “That sounds…”


    “…patronising. Yes, I could see it even as I was saying it,” she laughed. “I’m sorry. The truth is I’m not sure how to explain.”


    Simon smiled back before coughing, throwing a swift glance at the cane and speaking again. “I can understand that. I’m never sure how to explain things either. So, then, what do we need to do about it?”


    Still puzzling over how to broach the power of her country’s myth, Annyeke imagined that allowing her companion to sense the words bond with the mind-cane, open yourself to the raven and then we’re ready weren’t likely to be welcome. She wished it was that simple. But her years in Gathandria, and certainly her years as a Gathandrian woman, had taught her that simplicity was always desired but rarely achieved. Instead, she cast about her mind for some of the answers. No, if she were honest, even the questions would be good.


    As she opened her mouth, the snow-raven turned his head and looked at her. She couldn’t remember the bird gazing at her in that way before. An impression of flight, a blur of cloud and a series of ascending notes filled her head. She heard herself gasp out loud. Simon leaned forward frowning, and her fingers grasped the solid wood of her chair. A moment later, her mind was her own again. A trickle of sweat rolled down her face and she wiped it away, trembling.


    “Wh-What’s wrong?” Simon stuttered. “What’s happened?”


    She shook her head. “I don’t know. But…”


    She remembered the land, its harmony, the way she and all Gathandrian children learned their legends, how they learned to be themselves. And then she understood the way to communicate their truths to this man.


    “That’s it.”


    “What? What is it, Annyeke?”


    “The song of the land,” she sprang to her feet and hurried round the table to grasp his arm. He stared up at her, the frown easing away. “That’s how your training will commence, and how you will learn about the Spirit. It’s how we all learn when we’re young. There’s no reason not to use those same methods with you now. Gathandria has a harmony of its own, something ancient born before any of the land itself. It’s what was lost during the wars with Gelahn, but when you and…and Johan started your journey here, the harmony began to return, our plants and flowers, too. But very, very slowly. Even now there is another leaf on the lemon tree in my garden, and small signs of others, but no more. So there is hope. Perhaps that’s where we have to start.”


    However, as she spoke the words, Annyeke felt the impossibility of what she was trying to convey. Was she right? Or was it simply desperate optimism overcoming practicality? It might well be beyond the scribe to learn something which took the whole of a Gathandrian childhood to learn. How could she…?


    The snow-raven stretched its wings and flew towards them. A heartbeat’s panic before he landed on the table, his right wing brushing against Annyeke’s face. She shivered. The bird gazed at her, opened its beak and spoke forth a single crisp note that somehow brightened the day.


    She squared her shoulders. Yes, she thought, I’m right. This is how it must be.


    Taking her chair, she drew it up to sit next to Simon. He blinked at her and she saw his lips tighten. She reached out towards his forehead and he flinched.


    “You’re going to join your thoughts with my mind, aren’t you?” he said.


    Her turn to blink now. “It’ll be easier that way, Simon. You’ll see more clearly what I’m trying to tell you.”


    He sighed. “Yes, I know. It’s what Johan says, and I suppose it’s what I know, too, in my heart. Believe me, it’s not that I don’t trust you, but I don’t know you as well as I came to know Johan before our minds touched. I understand I’ve heard a story in your way before—told one, too—but sometimes I wonder if things would be simpler if I could just hear the words out loud. I’m a scribe by trade, not just a mind-dweller. When you speak, I can hear the words in my blood, too, almost as if I’d written them myself.”


    She brought her hand back to her side and watched the tension fade from the scribe’s face. She thought about what he had said for a few moments. No more time than it took for two strangers to establish a viable mind-link together. Joining one Gathandrian’s thoughts to another’s was a simple act here, one nobody questioned. It was part of their heritage—as easy as eating or drinking, and as enjoyable, too. It was a way of explaining things at a deeper level. But perhaps other people, other lands did not think like that? She herself had never travelled beyond the city. Perhaps, then, her understanding, like Simon’s, was limited, but in another way.


    “All right,” she said. “I’ll only use words. I’ll tell you the first Gathandrian legend out loud, although the song cannot be replicated outside the mind. It is beyond the voice, certainly beyond my voice. If you agree to that, of course, and if you’re ready for it by then?”


    Unexpectedly, he smiled. “You’re very different from Johan.”


    “Oh?” Annyeke shook her head, trying to keep up with this sudden change of direction. “In what way?”


    “He would have persuaded me to do it, in the most courteous manner, of course. Convinced me his way was the only way. It’s nice to see another side to Gathandrians. Perhaps my White Lands blood isn’t entirely bad, after all.”


    Trying not to smile at her companion’s astute assessment of the man she loved, Annyeke only dared a brief response.


    “Perhaps it is not,” she said. Then, “the first Gathandrian legend and song is a tale of fortitude and lust. It is this:


    *****


    “Many generational cycles ago,” Annyeke said, “all the lands were dark. There was no Gathandria, no Lammas Lands, nor any of their neighbours. Neither was there any of the Kingdoms of the Mountains, the Air, the Desert or the Sea, none of which I, Annyeke Hallsfoot, have experienced. But I know and understand they are there for I have seen them in the minds of my people. Our legends also tell us our history. I have no reason to disbelieve what has gone before.


    “The darkness lasted for a time that cannot be counted, as time did not exist then. From eternity we come and to eternity we go. Our small life exists only in those boundaries. Once, however, and at the beginning of it all, the Spirit of Gathandria, which flows through all things and all people, visited us and saw our eternal night. The Spirit comes only in the daylight, and the night was an enemy to its purpose.


    “The Spirit needn’t have stayed; there are vast worlds of light elsewhere. But for whatever reason, it needed us. Perhaps something of what we could become captured it, but it is impossible to say. That part of the mystery will always be unknowable.


    “Still, wishing to live in the light, the Spirit created that which it so desired. It stretched out its arms, and the tips of its fingers began to glow. Slowly, so slowly that it would be impossible to tell when the movement commenced and when it ceased, that glow slipped the moorings of mythical skin and flesh and floated out into the darkness. With each departure, something of the Gathandrian Spirit also went with it. In the long pauses of time as the glowings of light navigated their way through nothingness, the Spirit also opened its mouth and began to sing.


    “It was the first of the ancient songs, and my words fall far short of that splendour. If you can imagine golden notes poured out over the brightest of water—as I know your heart element is water, Simon—then all the best of your imaginings will not echo even a hundredth of the Spirit’s song of creation. It was so beautiful that no ear can hear it or even sense what it might be.


    “As the small specks of light from the Spirit’s flesh began to break through the darkness, so the song’s notes began to form the world we know and love—earth, sky and water, rocks, trees and pastures, birds, fish, animals and insects. All of it beautiful and created out of perfection, none of it destroyed or damaged in the way we are today.


    “At last, after an equally long period of time that nobody can recount, the small lights from the Spirit’s hands came together to form the sun and moon and stars, just as you know them today, Simon—the owl, the fox, the oak and the wolf. Then the river, the elm and the horseman. Finally, after all these came the lovers, the lone man, and the vast, unknowable mountain, that which can never be measured. All of these are our stars, just as they are yours, although we do not trust ourselves to their destiny as many of your people do or see them quite as you do.


    “Meanwhile, the Spirit’s song created all that was good around us, that which lives and moves amongst us and is the form of our own spirit—love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. These things are not created by law, but by harmony, which is the meaning of the song.


    “And still our world was incomplete.


    “Although, yes, all the lands were there—Gathandria, where the Spirit first stood and from where all things come, the four Kingdoms, the White Lands where you were born, the Lammas Lands where you fell into darkness again and all the neighbours between them. But it was not yet complete. What was missing were men and women.


    “The Spirit paused in its singing. The world fell silent, but there was nobody to hear the silence. For a long while, therefore, the Spirit wept at the loss that was no loss. Then it opened its mouth again and the last note of the song was heard, a note as golden and rich as a fertile river running to the sea, a note to conjure all the magic around us, in all its beauty and colour, and one that, if heard, would spoil you from hearing anything ever again.


    “This note filled the newly created air, and the Spirit of Gathandria, moved by what it had done, reached out and touched its perfection. At once, the note split, ravaged into a thousand, thousand pieces, the fragments spinning outwards. The force of the explosion flung these fragments into all the corners of the world. Some fell in the sea and were lost forever, some fell in the mountains or the rivers, some fell on the plains, in the deserts or the woods. The Spirit cried out in grief and its sorrow filled the world. The tears shed followed the fragments of the notes, drawn to them by their mystery and magic, and fell likewise into the sea, the mountains, the rivers, the plains, the deserts and the woods. Harmony and tears were joined, melted together and formed something new and equally magical, which was born out of joy and sorrow, and lives to acknowledge both men and women. This is how men and women were first made.”


    Annyeke paused in her narration. It was a long time since she had revisited the Gathandrian Creation Legend, and she had almost forgotten its power, and the way it made her feel connected to the earth and the life around her. She promised herself she would try not to leave it so little remembered again.


    Glancing up from her posture of quasi meditation, she saw Simon was gazing at her, his expression rapt. Around him hung a strange glow, deep blue in shade, she thought, though even as she looked at it, the impression of colour faded away and she wondered if she’d seen it at all. The snow-raven, too, gazed at her, perched on the end of the table, head cocked. Even the mind-cane was silent. How could they know what she was saying? Was it something in the harmony of the words themselves, spoken aloud even without the mind-link?


    “Go on,” the scribe whispered. “What happened next?”


    “The Spirit departed,” Annyeke continued, “to travel to wherever it is that Spirits go. But it left something of itself here, both in our people and in the world we live in. All those generation-cycles ago, the people who came from tears and light began to multiply and grow strong in number. At first, everything was shared within the whole community, so that nobody suffered lack and all beings were equal. Here in Gathandria, men and women worked together, building great places of light and beauty, both dwellings and for entertainment or command. That is how the city was born, the first city of the world we live in. There will never be another like it.


    “Elsewhere, in the other Kingdoms, creatures were echoing our ancestors’ progress, in all their different lives. The Kingdom of the Sea teemed with fish and strange sea-monsters. They filled the waters and subdued them, their power limited only by the land that bordered their domain. In the desert, the desert men and women grew tall and pale, their skin whitened by the need to live their lives always seeking for the shade but blanched by the sun. Once the desert was crowded with their homes and communities, but now there is nothing left, their civilisation destroyed by the mind-wars. At the same time, the snow-ravens spread their wings across the Kingdom of the Air and made the skies their own, scorning the lesser pleasures of the earth. Finally, amongst the Kingdoms, the great mountains that border the Lammas Lands swallowed up the men who fell there from the Spirit’s fingers. Flesh became stone, and man melded into the earth.


    “In this blessed time, Gathandria’s neighbours also grew and prospered. Amongst the larger of them that you know are these—the White Lands rich in the skills of writing, the feudal comfort of the Lammas Lands and their Overlords and the Marsh Lands where people can live from anything the water gives them.


    “After a while, though—and, again, no one can measure how long the time was—factions began to appear, partly based on the differences between man and man, and partly on the areas they lived in, the different skills they possessed. People began to fight each other, and every unnecessary violent death was felt here in the City.”


    “Why?” Simon interrupted. “Why did conflict begin when they were accustomed to live in peace? The differences you talk about. Surely they must have always been there. They would be familiar, not dangerous. Why does everything have to end with fighting?”


    Annyeke took a moment to gather her mind together before replying. The combination of the legend’s power and her own semi-meditation could not be abandoned lightly. She could also sense from the scribe’s aura how much he needed to know the answer to his questions. With that understanding came revelation—Simon was, at heart, a dreamer, although this trait was buried so deep that he probably didn’t know it himself. Too many years spent simply trying to survive and…


    She shook her head; she had no right to pry, especially since he had asked her not to. Blushing, she turned away, still thinking about what to say.


    “I don’t know,” she said finally. “Perhaps it’s something no one will ever know. Even here in Gathandria, we have to train our minds towards peace. So many years of doing that and we thought everything was as it should be. But it wasn’t. And all our preparation and meditation has not protected our neighbours, or us, has it? Not in the end, not now. And, see, we must turn to war to preserve it…”


    Without warning, Annyeke found she couldn’t continue. Her eyes filled with tears and the colours of her mind were suffused with a deep crimson. Simon leaned forward and patted her hand. His touch radiated uncertainty and compassion in equal measure. The experience of red faded, as suddenly as it had begun. At the window, the snow-raven flapped its wings and Simon glanced at it, nodding as if the bird had spoken. Perhaps it had, she thought, but not to her.


    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m not sure I can really answer your question, Simon. Where does anger and unhappiness come from? Why are there wars? All the books and legends in the whole of our world won’t ever answer that, but perhaps the beginnings of understanding lie in the way we were made. When the light from the Spirit’s hand broke into a thousand pieces, perhaps some of those pieces missed the source of their being so much that the good within them was lost or damaged. Perhaps, returning is what we all long for, and what we fight for is a desire which can never, in fact, be satisfied in this life.”


    In the silence that filled the spaces and the meditation between them after she’d finished speaking, Annyeke blinked. She’d sounded wiser than she’d realised and couldn’t help but smile to herself. She doubted it would happen again, at least not in this day-cycle, so she’d better make the most of it while it lasted.


    It was Simon who spoke first.


    “And while we wait for the answers,” he said, “why not continue with the legend? Tell me, Annyeke, where conflict began.”


    “All right.” She closed her eyes and took herself into that space in her mind that allowed her to speak and feel at the same time.


    “Conflict began in the New Lands, a place where people are most skilled in planting and bringing crops to fruition—or were, before these Wars. Back in the times when legends were not yet written, a man came to the notice of the leaders of the New Landers, but not in a good way. He was the sort of man who wanted more than he would ever achieve, who muttered darkly about the success of others and who desired the highest positions in the land.”


    “What was his name?” Simon whispered, and Annyeke could sense the full focus of his attention on her.


    “His name was Javagathlon,” she said, “or rather that was what his name became. In the language of the ancient New Landers, it means Lust. His true name is lost to us now but, in any case, it no longer matters. In our world, people become the qualities they most cling to. Lust he became and Lust he will always be. For him, the legends tell us, his obsession started with looking at the power and privilege held by the leaders of his people and desiring it most of all. From that, the colours of his mind changed from those he was born with and became red and purple, the colours of violence.”


    “Colours of the mind?” Simon interrupted again, the confusion evident in his tone. She had no need to look at him, fixed as she was on the inner and outer ramifications of her story.


    “Yes,” she replied. “Here in Gathandria, we are able to sense who people are and the shape of their inner worlds by the colours they carry inside. You are most like blue and I am green. At least, those are our base colours, although they change with the days and the moods.”


    “Why can’t I see that, then?”


    She smiled, opened her eyes briefly and saw the frown on his face. “You can. You just don’t fully acknowledge it yet. But, please, may I continue?”


    He blushed. “Of course, forgive me.”


    “There’s nothing to forgive. In the New Lands, Javagathlon looked and looked at the leaders, and hatred grew in his breast for all they had that he did not, although, in our terms, that was little enough. At the same time, the colours of Lust, red, purple and black, also grew in him. And when colours are strong enough in tone or when their arrival in a character fights against what that character truly should be, they soon become out of control, influencing, for either good or bad, both the people in which they dwell and those around them.


    “Only a moon-cycle or two passed before Javagathlon drew others to himself, in whom the colours of Lust most easily flourished. They met secretly, in the richest part of the night when neither of their moons was full, or just before dawn when all their people slept. At first, their Lust was unstructured and all their meetings were filled with nothing but talk, when hatred and envy ran free. This only satisfied them for a while. Soon, Javagathlon stood before them and made his first speech inciting rebellion.


    “The sky was filled with strange noises on that night when they met in a copse near Javagathlon’s largest cornfield. Birds shrieked and field wolves howled, even when not on the hunt, though no danger approached that small group of men destined to change all. Perhaps danger itself was wary.


    “Why must we suffer the way things have always been, the rebel leader said, when we can fight the so-called leaders and take what should be ours? They have houses and fields and crops enough, whereas we stand helplessly by, tilling our poor soil and producing barely enough to keep us alive. The New Lands have had their fill of injustice; the time is right for real leaders to fight back. They are weak and unprepared, but we are strong and ready for the justice of victory. Here and now, while the mood is on us and the season is right, we must make our stand.


    “Javagathlon was not a tall or noble-looking man, but his words held power—as do all words indeed, whether spoken or thought—and his followers had soon fallen in with his plans. Lust finds many playmates, whatever the desired object may be. It took, so the books tell us, only two seven-day-cycles for the rebellion to be fully ready. Any longer and Javagathlon feared that the onset of winter in the New Lands might put his plans in jeopardy. For now, the people were busy with the harvest, but their hard labour would soon end. It might have been this industry that prevented the leaders from discovering what plans were laid against them.


    “On the darkest night of the New Lander year-cycle and at the coldest hour, the rebels struck. They stormed the huts of the three main leaders in the largest of their villages, killed several women and children who had no means of defending themselves, drove out the menfolk and set the unharvested fields on fire. It is a mystery why men do these things. I imagine that the riches and size of the leaders’ fields were what Javagathlon and the followers of Lust desired, but nevertheless this is what the legends recount. Afterwards, they rejoiced and drank in the homes they had plundered and used the treasures they had stolen in whatever way they wished. Those around them were terrified at what had happened in their midst, as such an attack and the reasons behind it had no precedent in their history. They did not dare to question it, and so Javagathlon became their leader in the place of those who had been driven away, and Lust had its way amongst the New Lander people.”


    In the pause she left at the end of this section of the tale, Annyeke could hear Simon’s rapid breathing.


    “What happened then?” he asked her, his voice unsteady. “Surely, that is not the end of the tale you wished to tell me? For if it is, then nothing can be learned apart from the things I already know of the world, that everything ends in darkness and evil desires. By the gods and stars, tell me it is not so.”


    She nodded, eyes remaining closed. “Nothing is truly over until the world itself ends, or so those wiser than I am say. But for every evil act, there is an opposite ranged against it. That is what the Spirit says and I believe it to be true. Yes, there is more to this story.”


    “Then tell me,” he breathed.


    “I will,” she smiled. “For the people of the New Lands had not chosen their leaders entirely unwisely. Amongst those who were forced to flee when the rebellion first rose against them was a man named Kadron. That, in their ancient language, means Fortitude and, once again, his original name is lost to us, but Kadron he remains. He was as opposite to Javagathlon as the day-cycle is to the night. The lustful man was small and dark, and the man of fortitude tall and fair, an imposing presence amongst any nation. The colours of his mind were gold and cream, and all the evil in the world could not overcome them.


    “For a while, Kadron and the leaders and people who gathered to him lay low in the wood’s secret places and healed the wounds, both of the body and of the mind that they bore. Worst of all these was the murder of Kadron’s wife and only child, a daughter, in the battle. Many day-cycles found him weeping with the dawn and crying with the stars. But men of courage are not laid in the dust forever and soon, as the winter truly commenced, Kadron knew he could not abandon his people.


    “So he gathered them together into what men and women later called the Cave of Determination, and spoke to them in this way:


    “We in the New Lands are a peaceful people. At least, that is what we were. But, when we did not expect it, evil men have risen up from amongst us and murdered our loved ones, snatched away our livelihoods and driven us from our homes. I cannot tell you how such an event has come to pass, but you know how much it has taken from me personally and I regret the laxity in my and my fellow leaders’ counsel that evil has had its way. But, for the sake of my people, I cannot let wickedness go unpunished. Although we are not trained in war, I believe it is time to learn, time to fight back and time to recover what is rightfully ours. Have fortitude, my people and, by the gods and stars around us, surely good will prevail.


    “These words fired up the New Landers, and Kadron and his people fought the rebels at the Battle of Long Corn Meadow. This was the first battle noted down in the legends of Gathandria and all our neighbours. The weapons they used were sticks, stones and harvest tools. They used no subterfuge and no New Lander has ever possessed mind-powers. They simply attacked Javagathlon and the rebels at dawn in the heart of the village as the snows started, and the fighting continued, bloody and cruel, until midday.


    “Because the villagers had not had any warning of what would occur, there was no true understanding of what was happening, and many died needlessly. Some who wished to fight for Kadron were unable to reach him before being cut down, whereas others who had opted to fight on the side of Lust could not reach Javagathlon and caused mayhem in the ranks of those who had chosen Fortitude. Whilst the initial numbers of those fighting were men, and few at that, soon others, women and children, too, joined them from the village and its surrounding hamlets, from the fields and from the woods. They came because they did not know the reasons for such an uproar and, once there, it was impossible to escape as the crush was so great.


    “Not only that, but fields and houses were set on fire during the battle, and this brought those who saw the smoke but who were too far away to hear the sound of the dying.


    “The fighting continued until—and surely from the beginning it was inevitable—at last Kadron and Javagathlon came face to face with each other. When that occurred, the sound of the battle gradually faded away. The soil was black with blood and even the birds and dogs were silent, most of the latter perhaps already dead. I do not know. The books do not tell us that.


    “When Kadron, Man of Fortitude, gazed at his heart’s enemy, compassion for the weaker man filled his mind. In spite of all that had happened, the slaughter of his family and the day-cycle’s terrible battle, he saw the lust that had twisted the character of a New Lander he had once known to an unrecognisable madness, and wondered, even then, if some good thing could be wrought in the midst of so much pain.


    “So he dropped the strong staff he was holding to the ground and stretched out his hand, part in mercy, part in judgement, to Javagathlon. And these are the words Kadron spoke, words that echoed through the silent air to the ears of all who remained alive:


    “What we do here is wrong and you know it. Why did you start such a terrible series of events? Why do you long for what you cannot have? It is madness to destroy the peace we once possessed and to bring us to the cruel shedding of blood in this way. You will not win, Javagathlon. Your lust and overpowering desires cannot conquer forever the fortitude of those who have right on their side. Come, we can stop this now, the two of us. Surrender to me and my people and let the good harvest of the New Lands flourish again. Yes, there will be punishment for what you have done here on this day-cycle, but you can know that your surrender brought respite to us all.


    “With that, Kadron rested his hand on his enemy’s shoulder, hoping by that gesture to bring about the resolution he and his people so desperately needed. Javagathlon lifted up his left hand to take hold of the Man of Fortitude’s fingers. And, with his right, still clutching a weeding knife, he cut off Kadron’s hand.


    “Kadron cried out and the sky above echoed the pain. Even the unseen stars from which all things were made twisted in agony at such a betrayal. And the blood flowed free, so free that none could stop it.


    “Javagathlon laughed as his opponent began to die. But that laughter was his undoing also. With his final breaths, Kadron snatched the weeding knife with his remaining hand and plunged it into the Man of Lust’s throat. The two men were dead. Lust and Fortitude breathed no more.


    “For a long time then, silence reigned supreme over the battle, although no more fighting took place. With the death of both leaders, the spirit of conflict left the people and the only emotion remaining was grief and, on the part of the Followers of Lust, fear too. Javagathlon’s men fled, but were captured or cut down as they ran. Soon, only a few remained. In the end, Fortitude triumphed over Lust, but the cost for both was high. It took many generation-cycles for peace to have its full way in their land and, even now, the tale of Fortitude and Lust is told to all New Landers when they are old enough to hear its message. And, of course, it is the basis of all Gathandrian tales.”


    *****


    When Annyeke finished the First Legend of Gathandria, her hair was damp with sweat and she could taste the salt of tears on her tongue. The First Legend had always brought tears to her mind, but never in such quantities before. She was even shaking. What did this mean? As she opened her eyes, she could see the scribe stepping past the mind-cane on the floor and striding towards the water jug. She could sense many emotions in him, the chief of which was concern for her.


    “And what lesson must I take from this?” Simon whispered, as if talking only to himself. “Such a bloody war and the victory, such as it was, scarcely won. What wisdom is there here?”


    She tried to reply but could not. The room around her, so familiar and so safe, suddenly appeared to be somewhere she’d never seen, filled with unknown dangers. To her right, there was a flurry of white movement and she half gasped, half screamed as the snow-raven plunged towards her. As she dived under the safety of her work desk, one white feather touched her neck and fire seared her skin. This time she screamed for real, but the bird swooped on, heading for Simon.


    The Lost One turned, the glass beaker he was filling with water sparkling in the light. Beaker and water jug tumbled to the stone floor and his hand flew to his face as he took a step back. The bird’s beak closed round Simon’s wrist, forcing him across towards the table where the raven slammed his hand down on the mind-cane, itself vertical and trembling now as if poised for action.


    Simon cried out and a tongue of fire rose from the ebony cane, licking its way over the scribe’s fingers. Careless of the strange fire searing her own mind, and despite the presence of the bird, Annyeke flung herself out from beneath the table and towards him. She had no idea what she would do when she got there but she couldn’t crouch helpless and do nothing.


    The bird let go. The mind-cane sizzled and sang. Simon reared backwards, his hand burning, and swept the cane away from him. His eyes were wide with fear. As he turned, surely to run, his fingers touched Annyeke’s face. Touched and clung, as if melded to her flesh.


    A bright river of blue filled her head. The fire in her thoughts groaned and vanished. From her mouth, a spark of red appeared and dropped to the floor. A heartbeat later, a spark of purple followed. The sparks solidified and became small jewels of colour on the floor. They trembled twice and were still. The heat on Annyeke’s face eased and she knew she was herself again.


    She could hear Simon’s uneven breath, feel his panic continuing to rise, the sensation made fifty times more powerful by his touch. If she didn’t do something to calm him soon, he would be out of control.


    “Simon,” she whispered, but only aloud. She understood that further shocks would be more than unwelcome right now. She hoped her voice alone would be enough to steady him.


    “Y-Yes?” His eyes turned to hers, wide and glittering.


    “I-I think it’s over. I th-think we’re safe.” She couldn’t stop the stammer, flowing as it was from his mind to hers, but her tone was low, unlike his.


    As she spoke, she hoped she was telling the truth. Glancing round, the mind-cane was motionless again, and the shape of the snow-raven filled the window once more. The mysterious flames in her thoughts and on Simon’s skin had gone, too, almost as if none of it had happened at all. But she knew it had and, may the gods save them both, she knew what it meant, also.


    With a gasp, Simon removed his fingers and broke the link between them. He was trembling. Skittering away from her, he stared at the cane and raven before hugging his arms to himself, as if trying to contain his fear.


    “What was it?” he said. “What happened?”


    


    Simon


    It had only been a story. Just a story, though a tragic one, and one he couldn’t find his way through. Fortitude and Lust. What was Annyeke trying to tell him and how could this help him to meditate? Should he have agreed to the mind-link narration? No, he still believed persuading her to tell him vocally had been the wisest course of action.


    But then, after she’d finished speaking and he’d still been puzzling over the meaning of what he’d heard, the mind-fire had started and that was when the snow-raven assaulted him.


    He could still feel the tingle of the mind-cane’s power on his flesh. The cane lay quietly enough now and for that he was thankful. Annyeke, too, seemed to be herself again. Fearing to insult her in some fashion, he snatched his hand away from her face where it seemed to have been fused for a few desperate heartbeats of time. Instead, he withdrew to a safe distance, trying to make contact with nothing and no one.


    “What was it? What happened?” he asked her.


    She shook her head, and her eyes, when they turned to his, were full of sorrow.


    “It’s my fault,” she said, her tone as dull as winter dusk. “I should have protected us, but I didn’t. The story I told has worked its way with me as I told it and has laid hold on the lust I carry in my own heart. Look, those are the consequences.”


    With that, Annyeke gestured towards the small stones that had somehow fallen from her mouth while the mind-fire raged between them.


    “What do you mean?” Simon reached instinctively towards the red and purple orbs but Annyeke grabbed his arm to stop him.


    “No! Don’t touch them. Not yet. They might still be dangerous.”


    “In what way? They’re not burning now, are they?”


    “But they could still infect you, Simon. Let them cool further. I need to think about this.”


    His companion looked so down at heart that he tried to think of what best to say to comfort her. This was when he needed the help of the cane and the snow-raven but both remained silent. It was up to him.


    “You say these stones are symbols of your desires?” he began, uncertain of how to proceed.


    “Not my desires,” Annyeke whispered, her eyes still shining with unshed tears. “You soften the fact. They are a sign of the lust I bear in my heart. My lust for things I want and cannot have, the sparks of evil which can build into a fire so consuming that it can destroy a character, or a people.”


    The scribe swallowed. Did all Gathandrians think in such all or nothing terms? No matter. If the only way to victory and survival was through Annyeke’s care, then he must make sure his Mentor didn’t falter, at least, not so soon in this mysterious training programme.


    “Annyeke?”


    “Yes?”


    “I…I don’t think everything is always as clear cut as you say. If I’ve learned anything from the life I’ve led so far, it has to be that. Besides, in my experience, none of us is perfect. We all carry within us the seeds of both good and bad. It is the circumstances we meet which causes one or the other, or, more likely, both to flourish. In any case, you should count yourself proud that when the story you have just told me burrows into your store of lust, all it can produce are these tiny objects. If it had burrowed into my supply of lust, no doubt the results would have been far greater.”


    Annyeke gazed at him quizzically and then the two of them started laughing. A laughter born of terror and relief and which neither of them could stop for at least the length of a story’s beginning. While they laughed, the snow-raven stepped back and spread out his wings, but made no sound. The mind-cane, too, was silent. Even though he was sure that somehow the actions of both bird and cane had saved them, Simon was glad they didn’t interfere now. In spite of this, he nodded once in the direction of the bird who cocked his head on one side and folded up his wings.


    When he and Annyeke had recovered themselves, Simon rose and gathered up the shards of broken glass from the beaker he had dropped. Annyeke indicated that he should place them on one side of her work table.


    “I think it’s beyond saving,” he mused. “I’m sorry.”


    “Don’t be. It wasn’t your fault. And, on the contrary, our glass-workers—the few we have left—are sometimes able to salvage what we do not think possible. If we succeed, no, when we succeed in defeating Gelahn, we’ll need their skills in rebuilding our city again.”


    “True,” he smiled, only hoping that her confidence would be fulfilled, knowing she could sense that doubt in him, too, but would have the grace to say nothing, unlike Johan, who would have had to say something if he had been here. “Would you like another beaker of water now?”


    When Annyeke nodded, Simon poured the drink for her. Together the two of them sat back on the floor, leaning against the work table. The scribe allowed the quietness to settle between them. The future seemed heavy with possibilities and dread; he needed to hold to the present as long as he could, if he could. Closing his eyes, he could see the journey he’d taken to get here. The way through the mountains, his gradual acceptance of his fellow travellers, one of whom had proved to be so very treacherous. Then the terrifying entry to the Kingdom of the Air and the scribe’s violent encounter with the snow-raven, the same bird who had come to him now. Why? He couldn’t begin to answer his own question. After that, the long hot trudge through the desert kingdom and the excruciating loss of Carthen, his young apprentice and friend, the apparent death of Isabella, too, and its effect on Johan. The slow beginnings of a friendship he had no intention of letting go.


    Finally, the voyage over the waters and the entry to Gathandria, the battle with Gelahn and the real death of Isabella. Not forgetting the presence—always in his heart but only in truth at the end of their great travels—of Ralph Tregannon, the Overlord of the Lammas Lands. Gone now, a fact he had no power to change.


    Simon opened his eyes. The snow-raven regarded him with an expression he would have called quizzical if the bird had been a man. He had lived through more than he reckoned on then. He had survived it somehow, and was at least here for what that was worth both to himself and these Gathandrians. Still, it was something.


    He sighed. “Annyeke?”


    “Yes?”


    “If I dare ask what I wanted to before, what do you think is the meaning of the legend you have told me? For me, I mean, and for us all?”


    She smiled and he sensed the gentle withdrawal of her mind from the outskirts of his. He hadn’t even known she was there.


    “The meaning is fortitude,” she said. “No matter the wildness of lust, fortitude is there to encounter and control it, whatever may arise.”


    He thought she would say more, but she was silent. Her words didn’t appear to help him very much, not in ways he could see. Typically Gathandrian then, if Johan was anything to go by.


    Next to him, the mind-cane began to hum. As if driven by instinct and in spite of his fear, Simon reached out and brushed the silver carving at the top with his fingers before pulling away. A moment of inner shock, the feeling of something turning, clicking into place, and then all was as it should be again.


    Annyeke’s eyes were wide and he saw her swallow.


    “So then,” he said, unaware that he’d been intending to speak at all. “So then, when lust appears as it has done today, the fortitude of one who has travelled much must somehow stand against it.”


    He shut his mouth, heart beating fast. Annyeke blinked at him. Not that he could blame her for that. He had no idea why he’d said what he had. Where had it come from?


    “I-I’m sorry,” he stuttered. “I’m tired and I don’t make any sense. Perhaps we should try again another time?”


    “No,” she shook her head. “It makes sense, in a fashion. You touched the cane, Simon, and you spoke.”


    “I know. I don’t understand why…”


    “Hush, it’s all right. The cane didn’t hurt you, did it?”


    He half laughed, though his thoughts were anything but laughter. “No, not this time. I’ve been lucky.”


    “Or perhaps the cane helped clarify the First Legend of Gathandria by giving you a glimpse of its meaning? My solidified lust against the fortitude you have gained from your travels.”


    Now the scribe did laugh. “I have little enough of that, believe me. Anything I do is achieved despite my own reluctance and more by the help of others than by any strength of my own. Surely, my story tells you that.”


    But she continued to insist, despite his objections. “There is more than one interpretation to any life. You must be open to other truths and not narrow your own character so.”


    In the end, they agreed to differ. However, before the meditation ended and while Annyeke gathered up the small jewels that had arisen from her, another thought occurred to him, one that really should have occurred earlier.


    “You speak of other interpretations,” he said, “but if the story brought out the sparks of lust in you and solidified them, why didn’t it do the same for the fortitude I know you surely have?”


    “Good question,” Annyeke said with a frown. “The truth is I don’t know. Right now that’s only one of the many things that are worrying me.”

  


  
    

    Third Lammas Lands Chronicle


    JUSTICE AND ANGER


    


    Duncan Gelahn


    Failure is not the end. He should have learned that lesson, having been imprisoned for so long and so cruelly by the Elders of Gathandria. The recent despair he has been mired in was harsh but brief, and now Gelahn’s plans are sharp and clear once more. He has swept through Tregannon’s mind, breaching what little defences he had, and found nothing but fear, hatred and a hard-won respect. More than all, however, at the centre of his thoughts, the Lammas Land’s Overseer is still convinced that obedience to the mind-executioner is the best way of saving his people.


    That will be Ralph Tregannon’s downfall, because Gelahn has already decided that once the wretched scribe is dead and Gathandria is his, then he has no more need of the Overseer. Let the fool perish with his erstwhile lover. The two of them deserve nothing less.


    He smiles and gazes round the master bedroom of Tregannon’s castle. He has taken it for his own and the choice pleases him. Tregannon himself has had to move into a sparsely furnished guest room. It is what he deserves.


    Here, in the unaccustomed comfort of silks and linens, he can think how best to fight his blood-enemies and win. Without the mind-cane, the battle will be more tormented, but Gelahn knows his mind-skills are still more powerful than many of those he will face. After all, he is a mind-executioner, and a man feared by all. Not only that, but he has the mountain dogs, their abilities even more powerful now with the inclusion of the agony he’d taken from the dying mountain—a small sacrifice for a greater good. These truths are enough of an advantage for him even in difficult circumstances. And, by the stars, he has experience of difficult circumstances. Fighting without the cane will simply be another obstacle to overcome. The temporary loss of his dignity on the Gathandrian shores against the unfocused rage of the scribe and the strange antics of the mind-cane has been nothing but a victory delayed because the more the mind-executioner dwells on the possibilities of physical battle with a city that has never fought one, the more he finds he is smiling again. As he considers his options, he spreads a mind-net over his thoughts so none but he can access them. Doing so is almost second nature with him now.


    If he can force Tregannon to bring together the army he already has and to prepare them for war with his mind-tricks, then the most pressing problem left to Gelahn is how to transport them to the battle zone because the Gathandrians will not fight such a battle on anything but their own territories. That much is certain. Their ridiculous fear of damaging the people and lands of those “under their care” will prevent them from coming to him. He must go to them. Of course, in the city itself, their mind-power is stronger, but they will not have the advantage of trained fighting men.


    Gelahn blinks. His smile deepens.


    Why should the fighting men even need to be alive? He raised the desert people from the dead once before. Many in the Lammas Lands armies are dead also, but that is no reason why they cannot be part of his victory along with living men. To do that without the cane, however, he will need help, perhaps even from Gathandria. For a moment, the mind-executioner licks his lips and ponders. Then he remembers. Of course. Isabella was not the only woman whose mind he had trammelled and brought under his command in the great city. There is another, too, but it will be difficult, and the Gathandrian elders and the woman called Hallsfoot might not be slow in objecting if they find out. At the moment, they do not know anything, and the fact of his strange ally is something Gelahn is determined they will not discover.


    Still, the Gathandrian Elders do know two things. They know he will not accept defeat as the final answer, and they know he must use means other than mind-powers to continue the war. So. They will guess at some of his plans and will, in some respects, be right. They, too, will be preparing for physical onslaught. Therefore, Tregannon’s battle preparations must be speedy and precise, as the greatest advantage and the greatest demand of all will be time.


    By the end of this week-cycle, they must be on their way to Gathandria. But how to get them there? The Kingdoms of Earth, Air, Fire and Water are not tackled lightly, no matter how barren and weak the first of them is now. He must meditate on the problem. Yes, that will be best. He needs to hone his mind-skills in any case, keep them the sharpest they can be. Without the mind-cane, he must take care of such things himself.


    He shuts his eyes and lets his mind stretch out. It fills his very being until, with just one small pace, he could almost be only thought itself. No flesh. It is the state he strives for, the body bringing only pain. Gelahn’s mind is different from all Gathandrians, the people he has disowned and who have disowned him in return. It has always been so; if he believed in legends other than the ones he himself creates, he would say that it has been written that way. But that is not true, not for him. The mind-executioner makes his own fate. He is master of his days.


    What he thinks is wrapped in darkness. From earliest childhood, Gelahn has held no mind-space, no special place as others have. The few times he tried to create a mind-world in which he could be himself, it was quickly destroyed by his discontent. It is this ability that sets him apart from others; it gave him his vocation.


    In the darkness, he is most truly himself and most powerfully alone. The aloneness shifts around him like velvet but remains as strong as the earth. It hides nothing, though within it lie flashes of red and gold and another kind of brightness he has never interpreted. He has no wish to. He has never needed it. Indeed it is a truth known only to a few that, for power and mind-knowledge to grow and mature, some mysteries must be left untrammelled. For now, he relaxes, allowing himself to float free in the emptiness and at the same time permitting it to consume him.


    He meditates on the dark for as long as he is able to, though time-cycles are meaningless in the world he finds himself in. Then, when he is ready, he begins to call back his mind to its moorings, preparing himself for life in the body again. As this returning takes place, the flashes in the darkness become more frequent but, of course, he is used to that. Grateful to them also, for allowing his physical form to reorientate itself.


    This time, however, something is different. Amongst the streaks of gold and red, the mysterious brightness is stronger, like a door to another world beyond the dark he is accustomed to. Strange how it almost calls to him. How real it seems. How real and how close. Without knowing it, he reaches out to the flashes of light and, for a moment, here in Tregannon’s home, it is almost as if he has a choice and his heart beats faster before the darkness plunges in to him once more.


    No, he is being foolish. It is the unfamiliarity of this room and his new mission that has unsteadied him. And, of course, he forgets that there is no choice. There has never been one. From the moment the elders (may they ever be cursed) imprisoned him in the cage of terrors in Gathandria’s hidden library so many year-cycles ago, Gelahn has sworn that he will live by the dark, not by the light. The dark has been good to him and he will not abandon it now. It is in the dark where kindness and courage and justice are found—the light brings only cruelty and weakness and anger. He will cleave to the dark still, understanding that success comes only through pain and misery. When he has won, that will be the time to begin healing the lands, to bring them into harmony with his wishes and desires. Until then, he will use what he can to achieve what he wants, no matter who else will suffer. Set against the final vision, no other but himself has meaning. That is the way of the dark. It is his way.


    As these thoughts crowd his mind with orange and red and black flames, it is then that the partial solution to the problem of journeying to Gathandria leaps up at him.


    Of course. The mountain-dogs. He cannot yet see exactly how they can help him, but he knows they will. It will be made clear when the time is right. For now, the fear of unbalancing the already fragile mind-set of the Lammas Overlord has persuaded Gelahn to keep them leashed and invisible since their arrival at Tregannon’s castle. It had been enough to show them briefly in the courtyard in order to terrify the people into obedience. No need to overcook the field calf, indeed—a Lammas saying, but one Gelahn enjoys. After all, if you plan to destroy a people, why take the language with you?


    The mind-executioner peels back his thoughts to where the mountain dogs lurk. Stretching out his hand, he focuses himself until green and black flashes leap from his fingers. With each strange flash, a wild dog is set free and howls its new-found liberty to the waiting air. Grey and sleek like the mountain they came from, with fierce red eyes. Gelahn allows them to come, faster and faster. It doesn’t matter if he lets them all loose here in this room. They fade and vanish into the walls, the bed, the chair, before shimmering into physical form again. From the ruined mountain, he can conjure up a thousand if he so wishes. The howling, wild sound of them is no barrier, his mind is protected against their baying. It is the people beyond these thick walls who will reap the pain and fear of their presence. He laughs to imagine what Tregannon and his servants are thinking. Let them tremble, let them sweat and cry to think he might release the terror and death of the dogs onto these poor fools. It is best for slaves and women to live in fear.


    At the memory of women once more, he grimaces but pulls the regret up sharply before it can interfere with his mind-magic. Isabella. He is sorry she is truly dead. A part of him enjoyed her company. If she had lived, she might have been his match, with her wiles, her grief and her rage; nonetheless, the other will have to suffice.


    Simon the Scribe will pay for that deed, as he must pay for so many.


    A time and a time later, when the dogs are quieter and are waiting for his command, Gelahn hunkers down and reaches out to touch the nearest of them in his thoughts. It backs away, snarling, bloodied teeth glowing crimson even in daylight and dark eyes gleaming. But it doesn’t attack. They will never attack the one who made them live.


    “You are wild dogs of the mind,” he whispers. “That is where you dwell. But be patient, for soon you will live in the flesh more fully, also. Then your revenge and mine will be complete.”


    


    Ralph


    The moment the mind-executioner has commandeered Ralph’s room for his own personal use, the Overlord hobbles down the passageways of his half destroyed home, determined to reach Apolyon and the emeralds before Gelahn can discover him first. He hopes the boy has obeyed his instructions about placing them in the secret library for safety. He hopes, also, that he has fled and is no longer hidden next to what is now the mind-executioner’s bedroom, for surely Gelahn will read the boy’s fears and discover him if he is there.


    Ralph’s mind is still trembling at the fact that Gelahn has not been able to uncover his thoughts. The protection of the emeralds must be strong indeed, but already that green glow he can sense but not hold onto is fading. Perhaps it will prove enough to protect the boy, too? He cannot tell.


    As he walks, the walls around him seem to grow darker, something he has noticed in the presence of Gelahn before. There is a dank smell from the stonework, and the remaining tapestries not destroyed by the mind-battles appear thinner, less vibrant. His footsteps echo in the sudden eerie silence. Even in the main hallway, where the north wall is jagged and in places lets through the sunlight, the one remaining tapestry—a depiction of summer—hangs uneven today, the girl’s bright hair ripped across the needlework.


    The mind-executioner’s arrival still continues to work its dark magic then. Unsurprising how none of Ralph’s servants have returned and even the castle dogs are barely whimpering, refusing to acknowledge him as he passes. Perhaps they feel betrayed. And, so far, he has done nothing to defend against that unspoken accusation.


    He must find the boy.


    Stumbling out into the deserted courtyard, Ralph glances up at the window of the master bedroom, but sees nothing untoward. For a heartbeat of time-cycle, he wonders if it might be worth building a defence to his mind, just in case Gelahn should think to plunder him, but he dismisses such a foolhardy plan. Ralph cannot keep himself safe from him, not by his own power. Foolish to even try, as such an act would only alert the mind-executioner to a threat. The emeralds have somehow kept him safe, thus far. He must rely on the gods and stars, and luck, for the rest.


    As he turns the corner towards the hidden doorway that leads to the library, it begins to rain and the wounds in Ralph’s leg throb harder. The onset of winter. If Gelahn wishes to train the soldiers to fight, then he has chosen the worst season for it. When the winds and storms attack from the mountains, what little mountains there are left now, there is nothing the people can do but shiver and try to stay indoors. Nevertheless, the executioner has spoken and there is nothing for it but to obey. Even without the mind-cane, his powers are far greater than anything Ralph has ever known. Sometimes he wonders how his enemy has honed them and what has happened to incite him to do so. Gelahn never speaks of it, and Ralph is loath to raise the subject. He has done enough meddling in men’s minds for one lifetime. He wishes no more of it, no matter where his skills lie. It is already too much of a challenge to control his own wants.


    So, even in the bitterest season they have in Lammas, Gelahn will see the army trained to fight the battle he plans for. Ralph will do his best to see his people survive. After all, there is little hope that they will reach Gathandria to fight; even the mind-executioner’s powers cannot magic them there without the cane. It is a hopeless mission.


    Realising this, Ralph smiles before catching the distant sound of the mountain dogs. Shaking, he swings round, eyes darting left and right to ascertain the approach of danger with his hands clasped into fists. While the howling continues, he remains alert, ready to jump and run in any direction, though where he might find any refuge from those murderous hounds he does not know. Nothing happens, although the baying goes on, and he starts to breathe more steadily again. Gelahn must have the dogs trapped somewhere. He is using them as some kind of threat. No more—for now.


    The rain causes the hair to stick to his face and melds his tunic to his body, but Ralph resumes the search. Checking that nobody else is around, it is a matter of moments to reach through the winter jasmine bush and press his fingers onto the fourth stone in height three stones from the corner. It gives easily and the darkness within lurks like a warning. As if he has not had enough of warnings already. He shuts his eyes and concentrates, trying to ignore the rain, and always the sense of time and power slipping through his grasp.


    He imagines the narrow passageway ahead, cobwebs hanging from dank corners and the feel of small cobbles underfoot. He doesn’t enter it though—he is afraid that, if he does, then Gelahn will sense Ralph’s arrival so near to where he has demanded to stay. So he allows the half-skills of his mind to float along the familiar route, alert for anything unfamiliar there, anything living.


    He senses nothing. The boy, Apolyon, is not there. He must have fled to the bridge where Ralph had told him to seek refuge. The Overlord does not have the heart to blame him, though he wishes now that he’d told him to take the emeralds. If he has obeyed his master’s foolishness and they are still in the library, then they will have to be rescued at another time, somehow. Or, perhaps, they are safer there after all? He cannot tell and, in any case, it doesn’t matter. For now, Ralph must seek the boy.


    Pulling the stone door back into its wall, the slight scrape seems to echo even in his thoughts and he scans the courtyard again. No sign of life. He remains undiscovered yet. Wishing he’d brought his cloak, he hunches down and limps as quickly as possible in the rain along the yard and over the bridge. His feet slip once on the mud, but he recovers himself before falling. The guardhouse stands empty, as it has done since his return. There is nothing left to guard against. The darkness and death they fear lives in their midst.


    In the fields beyond, he can see, or sense, no movement though, of course, his mind-skills are worse than useless in such an open environment. Ralph needs rooms and people to use his understanding to its full capacity.


    Keeping to the hedges, he makes his way towards the woods, calling Apolyon’s name softly as he trudges through mud and grass and corn stubble. It is suddenly vitally important that the boy be safe; Ralph cannot rest until he knows for sure that he is not in immediate danger. He is Ralph’s only ally, and that reluctantly, but the Overlord hopes the heart of his concern is more than mere self-interest. The boy is one of his people and there is much he owes them all.


    The woods are silent in the rain. No hunting owl shrieks its cry of triumph to dark skies. He hurries along the outskirts, heartbeat quickening. Where is the boy? Of course, he may simply have fled and Ralph will not see him again. Strangely, the thought of that draws sorrow to his throat and he blinks.


    It is then that his foot hits something soft on the earth and he falls to his knees in mud and bracken.


    A small voice cries out and at once he knows it is Apolyon.


    “M-my lord,” he stutters, but Ralph hushes him. Something in the Overlord’s mind has already felt a pain that is not his own, but when he draws away that contact is lost.


    “Are you injured?”


    “No. I th-thought you were…”


    He doesn’t need to finish the sentence. His fear of their unwelcome guest is obvious. “No matter. Did you hide the emeralds?”


    “Yes, my lord. I found the book. Then I was frightened, so I ran.”


    The simplicity of his reply cuts through Ralph’s frisson of disappointment. The boy did only what he ordered him to, after all.


    “Well done,” he says and in the gloom Ralph can see the glitter in his eyes at the words. He does not remember thanking a servant before. The experience is not unpleasant. Such a weakness would have earned Ralph the back of his father’s hand, if he had been alive to show his displeasure. He is not though, is he?


    Shaking his head to clear it, Ralph gets to his feet, wiping the mud from his breeches as best he can.


    “I—We—must get out of this rain, and back to the castle. My guest will be waiting.” It strikes him that it would be nothing less than cruel not to see to Apolyon’s safety also, but Ralph finds himself uncertain as to how begin such a conversation. Generations of lordship in these lands lie weighty on his shoulders. “Are...Are you fit to walk?”


    Apolyon nods and struggles to his feet. Again, Ralph should help him, but he doesn’t know how. Side by side but not touching, they begin the journey back home. With the boy’s limp and his own, they are like two wounded deer together, but after two steps Ralph realises there is something more. Without physical contact—an act that would be shameful to both of them—he cannot tell what it is.


    They take one further step together and the boy breathes in sharply, as if the mud and the rain and the field are beyond his ability to traverse. With a quick but heartfelt oath in his mother’s tongue at what his father taught him, Ralph reaches out his hand and brushes Apolyon’s shoulder briefly. The lad flinches and cries out, but it is enough for Ralph to sense what he needs to.


    “The pain in your leg is more than you are accustomed to? You fell?”


    His hesitation is obvious, but he is honour bound to answer. “Y-yes, my lord.”


    Ralph has to lean forward to hear him, by which time the decision is made. “Come then, we will travel to shelter more quickly if I carry you.”


    Without waiting for any kind of response, though Ralph already knows what that will be, he grasps the boy’s shoulders and knees and swings him up into the air so his thin face is level with his master’s chest. The boy is as light as if he were carrying air.


    “No, my lord, no, p-please, it is not…you cannot…”


    “I am the Lord of the Lammas Lands and therefore may do as I will. So be quiet and we will be the sooner at the castle.” Even as he speaks the words, the truth falls well short of them, but it has the desired effect of stopping Apolyon’s protest and they slowly travel the rest of the way in silence.


    It is only as they cross the sodden bridge into the courtyard again that Ralph realises he does not know where to take him. By the gods and stars, he has come this far in his casual flinging-off of Lammas convention, and he cannot bring himself to ask his servant such a question. It would be too great an intimacy and his feet slow, almost stumbling once more.


    But Apolyon has already anticipated the need.


    “M-my lord, the cooking area is the driest place in the castle,” he whispers, his face turned away from Ralph’s as if this terrible, unthinkable journey is not happening at all, or at least that he is far from its repercussions. “Do you not think so?”


    Ralph quells the bubble of laughter that rises to his throat and lies with the aplomb of a true Tregannon and Overlord. “Indeed. My thoughts precisely.”


    Turning left and following the thick outer wall of his home, it takes a few moments only to reach the simple entrance to the cooking area. When Ralph enters, pushing aside the torn curtain that hangs down in what he imagines is a vain attempt to keep out the wind, he expects the room to be empty. It is some hours before supper will be required, but the air is thick with the aroma of bread and spices. At once, he senses the presence of two minds other than the boy’s and his own, although, of course, he cannot read them.


    As he blinks to adjust to the darkness, the boy squirms slightly in his arms and Ralph sets him down. The sensation of repressed pain slides away. Apolyon limps two steps from him, but continues to stand a little on the alert as if awaiting orders. Ralph has none to give.


    One of the two unknown people in the darkness steps forward and bows. The man before him is as old and gnarled as the oak tree in the farthest reaches of the courtyard. Greying hair hangs down to thin, stooping shoulders. It might be of necessity as his head brushes the ceiling which is lower where he is standing, even then. Ralph has never seen him before.


    “M-my lord,” he stammers, his voice high-pitched like a whistle. “My-my lord.”


    It is evident that the man has no idea what to do with Ralph in his domain or what to think. The Overlord smiles at him as if his presence here is natural.


    “My steward was slightly injured in the fields and I have returned him to the castle,” he says. “I understand his dwelling place is here.”


    The old man opens his mouth to answer but, before he can, the words are spoken by someone else, someone female, angry and despairing, someone, also, who is not afraid to state her case in front of her master.


    “What have you done with him?” she demands. “Why send him out in such weather when the lad can barely walk from here to the stables? Don’t you think you have done enough to your people?”


    By the time the woman comes to the end of her accusations, she is standing right in front of Ralph, glaring into his face. She barely reaches his chest, her single-minded fury all but defeating him. She is as short and round as the unknown man is tall and thin. Ralph takes a step back.


    The boy darts towards her, burrowing between the two of them. “Please, the Overlord did nothing wrong, Jemelda. It’s not his fault.”


    “You accuse me for no purpose and, more than that, you forget your place,” Ralph replies, stung into words by Apolyon’s vain attempt to play reconciler. “Any more from you and I’ll have you whipped in the public yard.”


    The woman called Jemelda tilts her head up at him and her eyes are fierce. “And who will do that for you now, my lord? There is hardly a serving man left with strength in his arm after you have brought the mind-executioner’s wrath down upon us, and certainly none minded to do so.”


    “Jemelda.” The old man speaks, voice shaking, but whether with anger or fear Ralph cannot tell. “Please, that is enough. Forgive my wife’s outburst, please, my lord. I swear she means no harm.”


    Neither Jemelda nor Ralph pay any heed to the old man’s words. Instead they glare at each other until Apolyon finally grabs her arm and pulls her away. She allows him to do so but her anger remains sharp in the air between them.


    With as much dignity as he can muster and with all his blood stirring to be gone from this place of servants, Ralph gestures at the boy.


    “Your charge has done good work today,” he says. “You have the right to be proud of him. Because of his courage and swift obedience to me, and because of that alone, I shall not demand the rightful punishment for your misdemeanours, woman. But be warned that I shall not be so merciful again and, even though I have few men—or women—who follow me now, there are still some who are loyal to the Tregannon name. You would do well to heed this warning.”


    With that, he turns on his heel and hobbles out into the drizzle and damp of the day. He would have preferred to have exited with more dignity, but it is not possible. The smell of bread and spices, and the bitterness in the cook’s words, clings to his skin for many hour-cycles after.


    The first open sign of disaffection with him and all he stands for, then. Ralph has that to add to the wrongs he has caused to happen, and the problem of the emeralds still to consider. It will be a long day ahead.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Five: Mind-training and war


    


    Simon


    Outside Annyeke’s small kitchen area window, the clouds were darkening to night, and perhaps bringing snow, although, in a strange land, the scribe couldn’t be sure of the signs. Behind him, he could hear the sound of his landlady preparing the evening meal. He’d asked earlier if he could help, but she’d simply shaken her head and smiled. Even beyond the defences she’d raised so her mind could not be read, he’d understood her preoccupation with what had happened in her Sub-Council rooms. The Sub-Council of Meditation—even the name made him smile. He’d grown so used to hiding his mind-skills amongst his father’s people that the thought of official recognition, even encouragement, still seemed strange. The act of cooking appeared to focus his companion, and he found that watching her made him feel calmer. A good place for them both.


    Or it would have been, if both the raven and the mind-cane had not been with them. And, yes, he understood that he and Annyeke should be grateful that both the bird and the cane had helped them in the crisis that had followed the telling of the first Gathandrian legend. Simon wondered how his companion thought the Spirit of Gathandria could help them now. Was he supposed to contact it in some way? Was that what the snow-raven and the mind-cane were for? And, if that were the case, how could he do it before Gelahn mounted his attack upon them?


    Another question played in his mind, too, one that he had not fully acknowledged until now. When the mind-executioner arrived, Ralph might well be with him. What would the scribe do then?


    A hand on his shoulder made him jump and he looked up, startled to see Annyeke so close when he’d been lost in his thoughts.


    “Try not to worry so much,” she said with a half smile. “We can only do our best in the time given to us. Anything else is up to the gods and stars.”


    He swallowed and glanced away, glad she’d spoken rather than connected directly with his mind. Some things were better kept private. Though, weren’t she and he both in the same position when it came to matters of the heart? Annyeke’s deep-seated feelings for Johan were obvious, at least to him, and Simon had no idea why his friend did not seem to realise this or return her affection. He must try to find out from Johan one day, subtly, of course. And, as for himself, well, Ralph was a riddle and should remain so for the time being. Still, Annyeke’s words had made him smile.


    “It seems to me that the gods and stars are not doing their best for you,” he said, “no matter what our efforts. Can I really be ready for whatever role it is you are convinced I should play in time for when I need to play it?”


    Simon had meant to speak lightly, perhaps even to make her smile, but she shook her head, wiping her hands clean of herbs and cornflour with a bright green cloth, and drew up a stool opposite him.


    “You will have to be,” she said. “And for that, you need to take hold of the mind-cane again. You have to start learning its mysteries.”


    “No.”


    Simon’s response was instinctive. Up until now, his contact with the cane had been perfunctory, irregular. His experiences during those thankfully brief times had not been pleasant. He didn’t like the way it showed him more clearly who he was. Annyeke’s request made him shiver. At the same time, the cane began to hum and the snow-raven spread his wings and cocked his head at the scribe.


    Annyeke brushed aside his objections and the threats of their strange companions with a wave of her hand. “It’s the way we haven’t tried yet, Simon. I’m not sure we have a choice. Not if we want to be alive when the spring-cycle arrives next year. Nothing frightening has happened yet, and that makes people relax their guard. But, believe me when I say this: it will happen. Gelahn will not accept defeat in the arena of the mind and will fight us hand to hand, limb to limb and weapon to weapon. Because of Ralph Tregannon and the Lammas People’s training in war, he will be stronger than we are. That is why we have to use the mind-cane if we can, and the only door to that is you. We must do what we are able to, but the only advantage we have is you, and…”


    His companion stuttered to a halt and wiped away sudden tears. As Simon reached across, uncertain what to do with a crying woman, but realised he had to do something. She shook her head and backed away from him. In a matter of moments, she’d propped herself up against the kitchen work area and could go no further. There, as Simon half stood, she began to weep in earnest, letting the tears fall without shame.


    “Annyeke…please, I’m sorry if…” Cursing under his breath, he grabbed the nearest, cleanest looking piece of cloth and offered it to her. She nodded and took it, wiping her eyes, but continued to cry. At the touch of her hand, great swathes of despair and confusion, red and black and grey, flooded over his thoughts. It felt as if he were drowning in her emotions. Falling, falling. He snatched his hand away, but the sensation of falling remained. Just like in the Kingdom of the Air, his feet hovered over nothing and he had no strength to haul himself to safety.


    Annyeke.


    He couldn’t find the ability to speak out loud but had to rely on the merest wisp of thought. His eyes told him he was still half standing and must appear no different to her, if she chose to glance at him. But inside he was being destroyed, and not slowly either. Annyeke.


    “Wh-What is it?”


    Please…you’re…drowning…me.


    For a moment longer she stared at him. Then, she took a deep breath and placed her hands on her forehead, as if in an attempt to contain herself. The length of the start of a winter story later, Simon felt his mind being liberated from the pain and grief that had imprisoned it.


    “I’m sorry,” she whispered, wiping the tears from her face, “I’m sorry. I felt…everything overwhelmed me for a moment. I didn’t imagine it would affect you like that. Are you all right?”


    He nodded, found himself sitting on the floor, half leaning against the table. He could sense Annyeke’s continuing struggle and wondered if her feelings might overpower them both again. As sweat sullied his vision, Simon saw the snow-raven spread his wings, lean forward and open his beak. He blinked and the picture crystallised into precision. He thought the bird might sing or perhaps speak to him in the way that had happened before. Instead, one single blue sphere slipped from the raven into the air. A perfect circle. As the mind-cane began to hum, the scribe reached forward and took the circle. It warmed his fingers like a good fire on a winter night.


    “What is it?” Annyeke’s voice whispered both in his ear and in his thoughts, but he shook his head.


    “I don’t know.”


    Without warning, the circle elongated around Simon’s hand and spun a web of blue air around the two of them. He gasped and was about to move when Annyeke grabbed his arm. Wait. It’s not hurting us.


    That was easy for her to say—and in the thinking of it he knew she’d heard him. Her wry smile told him that. Several heartbeats went by and then the air around them was its usual self again. The cane, also, was silent. The snow-raven folded his wings and cocked his head onto one side. Glancing down, Simon saw a faint blue tinge to his fingers, as if something was lying just below his skin. He wasn’t sure if he liked the idea of that, but the most important fact right now was that the sense of oppression and despair had been lifted. Even Annyeke’s tears were dry. Unable to stop himself, he reached inside his inner tunic and touched the feather the snow-raven had given him at their first meeting. Somehow, it gave him strength.


    Annyeke raised her eyebrows at him and laughed.


    “I don’t feel quite so hopeless now,” she said. “Thank you.”


    “It was the raven, not me,” he replied, but his words merely made her frown again. However, her frown was directed at the bird and not at him, he realised, and then the sudden link with her mind opened out within him just for a moment or two before she let him go.


    “You don’t like the snow-raven,” he said, the words spoken before he could reclaim them from his tongue. “In fact, you don’t like birds at all.”


    He’d known this before, of course, but not the degree of it. Annyeke pursed her lips and rose to her feet, brushing down imaginary stains on her skirts as she did so. “No. Not really. I’m sorry.”


    “Don’t be. It’s not a crime.”


    The bird hissed at that, but Simon stood and made sure he interposed himself between the raven and his companion. Annyeke drew herself up a little taller and glared at him.


    “Thank you, but you don’t have to do that,” she said. “I can look after myself.”


    “I know,” the scribe replied. “But I can’t. And I don’t want to be in the middle of another fight before I have to. Tell me why you don’t like birds.”


    Simon had no idea why this suddenly seemed important, but he could not have stopped the words if he’d tried.


    Annyeke shrugged. “I just don’t. That’s all. I don’t want to say any more about it. What would be the point? But I do understand that for whatever reason we need the snow-raven. You need him.”


    “But you find it difficult to teach me what I need to know about Gathandria with the bird here?”


    A long pause. Both the cane and the snow-raven were silent. Then Annyeke sighed and her shoulders slumped. “Yes, I think I do.”


    Without hesitation, Simon took a couple of paces forward and hugged her. In his arms, she felt warm and surprisingly vulnerable for someone as strong as she was. He hadn’t touched her before, not like this. In fact, it came to him that he hadn’t touched another woman since his mother. As that thought crossed his mind, a strange sound came from Annyeke and a moment later he realised she was snorting with laughter.


    “I’m most certainly not your mother, Simon,” she said, releasing herself and stepping back. “And I’m glad to discover I’ve given you at least one new experience today.”


    He let her go and then couldn’t help joining in her laughter. It was she who recovered first.


    “Good,” she said. “Because if we can laugh, then perhaps there’s hope. But we need to press on. There isn’t much time. Before it gets dark, I think I should tell you the Second Gathandrian Legend. It deals with justice and anger.”


    Even before the snow-raven opened his beak and hissed once more, Simon already had his answer on his tongue.


    “No,” he said, so quietly that Annyeke had to lean forward to catch his words. “This time, no more faceless legends. This time, tell me a tale from your own experiences of justice and anger. I think that will help me more. Give me something of yourself.”

  


  
    

    The Second Gathandrian Legend: Justice and Anger


    Annyeke


    “Why?” she asked him, her voice shaky and high pitched. She hadn’t counted on this but, then again, she hadn’t really counted on any of it. “The legends will give you the history of our people and it is this that will draw you closer to the centre of yourself, not anything I can tell you.”


    Simon shook his head once more and sat down. “I can read the legends well enough. If you grant me access to the Gathandrian Library, then I can discover them there. I might even be able to hear them from the page directly to my thoughts. Who knows? There is magic enough in this land, as far as I can see. Anything I need to ask you about them, I will do. But surely what will give me greater understanding about your—our—shared country is how its people interpret it in their own lives. Isn’t that what Johan taught me on the terrible journey to reach this city? Those which give most strength and clarity are the personal stories we carry? Surely it is through them that our goal is reached most fully.”


    He sat back in his chair and took a long breath. He blinked at her and she felt his confidence seeping away. It wasn’t the strangeness of that which held her most, though. It was the fact that the mind-cane was now lying across his legs, at a slight angle, the base of it by his left thigh and the silver top near his right knee. She hadn’t seen it move there. Neither, she felt, had he. And he still didn’t realise it. But, for a heartbeat or two, it was as if Simon and the cane were one being, and the most natural thing in Gathandria was for him to rest his right hand, glowing a soft blue now, gently on its carving, anchoring it to him by his touch so it would be ready for…


    “By the gods!” Simon gasped and leapt to his feet. He must have followed her gaze. The cane rolled off and landed with a clatter on the stone cobbles of her kitchen floor. It hissed and spat, sparking wild flame for a terrifying moment before dancing as if insulted into the shadows of the room. The scribe rubbed his legs as if he’d been burnt. The blue shade on his flesh faded from sight.


    “Are you all right?” she asked him.


    “Y-yes,” he stammered before blushing. “Annyeke, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…”


    “No, please.” She brushed away his apologies. There was no need for them, after all, and, in any case, she hated an embarrassed man. They were always harder to deal with that way. “I think you might be right. Perhaps we should try another approach to your meditation training. The mind-cane seems to think so, anyway.”


    They stared at it but it didn’t react so Annyeke opened her mouth to continue. However, it was Simon who spoke first, and not aloud.


    Show me the justice and anger in your fear of the raven, he said in his thoughts.


    No. Her refusal was instinctive but, even before its echo had died away, she sensed her resolve vanishing. What gave her the right to assume that only she knew the road to their destination? When she stared at the scribe, she could see he was shaking, but at least he’d had the courage to share his mind with her. She, Annyeke Hallsfoot, was not going to let a day pass when a man had acted in a braver fashion than herself. Not while she still breathed.


    “Perhaps you are right then,” she said, with a wave of her hand. “I will tell you. Though I cannot see how the themes of the Second Legend can fit with my own simple tale—one of childishness and cowardice, I should warn you.”


    Her companion smiled. “Believe me, I’m used to both those attributes.”


    She thought he might be about to say something else, but when the silence drifted back, she nodded and drew up a stool to the table. For telling one’s life to a near stranger, it was always important to be comfortable.


    As she arranged her skirts and prepared herself, she gazed round at the familiar surroundings of her cooking place. Green and yellow walls, shelves of herbs and spices—most empty now, unstocked since the war and the land’s despair—a scattering of pots and dishes for baking, some that had once belonged to her mother. She liked the direct simplicity of it. In the past, Johan had sometimes wondered why she didn’t change it to keep up with the latest Gathandrian fashions, in the days when fashion had been deemed important, but Annyeke marched to a different beat. The ease of her kitchen and, indeed, of her whole home, gave her the freedom to be herself. Besides, she had never yet allowed a man to dictate to her in matters of style—only, perhaps, in matters of the mind or the heart.


    I think you shouldn’t tell your story out loud, Simon said. I think you should tell me directly.


    That must have been what he’d wanted to say in the silence, she thought, and smiled as he nodded his agreement.


    As you wish, she answered him. It begins like this… And then, suddenly, and without fully expecting it, she was there, back in her early childhood memories, back with her hatred of birds.


    *****


    Annyeke’s first memory was not of her parents, but of her grandmother. Her name had also been Annyeke, a name that meant song of grace in the old languages. Unlike Annyeke herself, her grandmother had always been known as Yeke. Song. A word the woman had never lived up to, and neither had Annyeke, whose singing voice could, at best, be described as gravelly. But at least she’d kept the true length of her name. She felt she deserved it.


    Yeke had been born in the Region of the Winemakers in the city but had moved to live with Annyeke’s parents in the area of the Chair-Makers before Annyeke was born. That house was only a few streets away from where she was living now, but had been destroyed early on in the War. She could not fully grasp her response to that loss, even now. It was not, after all, as if it had been personal; her parents had been dead for five year-cycles by then. They had not been young when she was born. The deepest impression Annyeke had taken from her childhood was the power of her grandmother and how much they had clashed together during the early part of her life.


    Her first memory was of pain in her arm and a spark of fire in her mind, as if she was being crushed by something red. She could have been no more than seventeen or eighteen moon-cycles old. When she opened her eyes, she could see two fierce-looking eyes, rivers of green, but the fire that came from them was of the darkest crimson. Annyeke did the first thing that came to mind. She opened her mouth to scream and, at once, strong hands that brooked no gainsaying picked her up and held her tight. But the voice that crooned in the unread depths of her child’s mind was not one that aimed to soothe, but to command.


    Be quiet, little Annyeke. Now is not the time for crying. You will wake your mother. She needs to rest.


    Heart beating fast and struggling to respond to the shock of hearing another in her thoughts for the first time, Annyeke held herself rigid against the woman’s body. She remembered thinking how odd it was that, in the warmth of her home, she could suddenly feel so chilled. The next moment she was colder still for the woman swept her out of the shelter of her room, through the front door with its glass carved top and into the early morning garden.


    The wind was bitter through her thin night tunic.


    Little granddaughter, what will you be? What will you be?


    The mind-words, though whispered to a tune she’d heard her mother sing, somehow managed to pierce her thoughts with more of the strange cruelty of red, and Annyeke drummed her small fists on her grandmother’s deep green gown.


    At this, her grandmother laughed and this time, when she spoke, it was aloud also. “Ah, little Annyeke, you’ll be a fighter, then. Come what may.”


    Desperate to escape, Annyeke managed to squirm round in those encompassing arms and face the grass and cedar trees, herbs and rock roses of her parents’ garden. She opened her mouth and, despite her grandmother’s disapproval, began to scream.


    Just at that moment, a forest owl swooped up from where it had been hiding in the long grasses near the roses. Annyeke’s small angry cries must have disturbed it. She could remember great talons stretched towards her, the stink of bitter feathers and the glancing blow as the bird’s beak caught her on her left ear. She screamed yet louder. Then the earth came up to meet her and there was nothing.


    When she woke later, with a scarlet headache that seemed to overshadow her whole body, she could feel the gentle comfort of her mother’s hands on her head, beyond that, her grandmother’s words.


    The child is too fearful. It was only a bird. It would not have harmed her.


    Annyeke did not hear her mother’s response, though in the moon- and year-cycles to come, she grew to understand her grandmother’s power and her mother’s loving weakness. All that then filled her mind was the reality that her fear had been there even before the bird. Fear of the strange woman who had taken her from the comfort of home and into the chill of the garden. The owl had only deepened it. When she was able to put a name to what she felt that day, she would call it injustice, and anger, too, at her grandmother’s assumption. What remained with her was the slight scar on the side of her head, and the fear.


    From that day forward, the untamed strength both of birds and of her grandmother was forever linked in a red haze of memory in her blood, and she never lost her wariness of either.


    *****


    “Did it not help,” Simon asked, “to have the knowledge of this? You understood where your fear started. Can your mind-skills not overcome it?”


    She shook her head. “No. Because there is more to the tale. That is only the beginning.”


    “Tell me then, Annyeke.”


    *****


    It was as if he had given her permission. Strange how she had told no one of this, not even Johan, through all the seasons until now because Yeke had never understood her granddaughter’s fear or how it was bound up with herself. In that moment, when Annyeke had experienced mind-contact for the first time, she had also discovered how to hide her privacy. Some of the crimson of Yeke’s mind stayed with her always since that first unwanted link, and she found she had no need to attend to the later childhood lessons of how to hide her thoughts from others. She already knew; the crimson was a curtain beyond which few were permitted entry.


    Her grandmother took it upon herself to tease Annyeke into courage. Now, in the calmer light of adulthood, Annyeke told herself that it had been done in good faith, but at the time she had been beaten down, almost defeated by it. Each glimpse of weakness Annyeke let slip from her mind would be taken up and shaped into a lesson in how to be brave. She soon learned how to keep things hidden, or how to deal with them alone. Her mother proved to be an ineffective ally, although she never fully acknowledged that fact until later. It was her grandmother who ruled the household.


    The most terrible fact of all was her fear of birds. Annyeke could never hide it from anyone. How could she when she was unable to understand or control it herself? No matter how often she told herself to remain calm, not to give in to the blanket of red and black that overpowered her thoughts, she did not have the strength or the ability to do so. Yeke always found her out.


    And, in finding her out, her grandmother tried to cure her. Two or three times in a summer week-cycle, when lessons were done, Yeke would take the small girl out for a walk in order, ostensibly, to give Annyeke’s parents a chance to be by themselves. But such walks would always lead to encounters with birds, and little Annyeke grew to dread them. So much so that sometimes she would hide in the garden or under bedding, in the foolish hope that she would not be found. It was impossible, of course, for a child, unskilled in the protection of the mind-net, not to be found. At other times, she would pretend to be ill or tired, and sometimes that worked, but no one can be ill forever.


    In the end, therefore, Yeke would always win.


    Sometimes, though, her grandmother was merciful and the two of them would walk through the theatre region of the city towards the lines of elms and wind-poplars where the actors rehearsed their dramas in fine weather. Here, Annyeke would feel the most at ease with her grandmother. The song of the poplars would lull her thoughts and she loved to hear the players learning their lines. More than anything, however, the birds here were tree dwellers, smaller by far than the river fowl or the raptor that had first terrified her. They did not approach too closely. No matter how much Yeke would try to coax the elm-larks to her hand, she was never patient enough to bond with them.


    It was the times when their steps took them to the park and its two small lakes that Annyeke found her skin growing hot and clammy and her mind becoming more heated and darkly coloured. For here, the wild swans lived in abundance, accompanied by wood geese and always the distant cry of the ravens and dawn owls, some of whom drank from the lake during daylight hours. She was always afraid they might touch her.


    Because of this, her grandmother drew her to the water, splashed her fingers into the shallows and sparked the birds’ attention, bringing them flocking for food or purely out of curiosity. Yeke carried a pouch of stale bread for the purpose of giving courage to her grandchild. Because of this, Annyeke did all she could not to go near the waterside. She pretended interest in the games of the babies and younger children who were not allowed as near to the water’s edge as she was. She found much to occupy her amongst the trees or in watching the actors whenever they strolled by.


    None of these ruses helped her.


    For in the end, Yeke would insist that she feed the bread to the creatures she feared above all others. There had never been any question of disobedience to her grandmother’s rule—rebellion came later on in Annyeke’s life and was precious for that reason. But, as a young child, she had to do as she was commanded in the end. If she did not, then that strange crimson shadow would pass over her mind and Annyeke knew she could not fight against it. So she forced herself to breathe slowly, take the slimy bread from Yeke’s hand and stretch out her fingers to the hot, strange feathers and beaks that sprang towards her. On most of these occasions, she managed somehow neither to scream nor to cry, but once or twice her small store of courage deserted her and she would run, wailing like a wounded puppy, past the children and theatricals and into the safety of trees.


    It was no use. Yeke would catch up with her, the daggers in her voice tearing through Annyeke’s thoughts, and drag her back to finish her reluctant communion with the birds. There seemed to be no end to it. Only with the onset of winter did those evening walks begin to diminish, and often not even then. The following year-cycle, Annyeke would be older, more able to hide her fear.


    All through those seasons of water and terror, she kept the sense of an injustice done buried deeply within her thoughts. Not that she could have explained it then, or why she allowed her anger to grow and burn inside as it did, but that was the truth of it.


    The worst of all her memories took place when she was six summers old. It was the resting day and the family were together in the garden as was their custom when the sun was kind. Her mother was altering one of her father’s over-tunics, her father himself was clearing the herb area of weeds, and her grandmother was basking in the sun. Annyeke was concentrating on being as quiet as possible and ignoring the constant hum of the birds.


    A sudden clash of small claws and feathers above her, near the flowering limes, made her gasp and peer upwards, pressing her nails into the palms of her hands in order to keep still. She would do anything to avoid Yeke noticing her.


    It was too late.


    “Little one, for the stars’ sakes, they are only birds!” her grandmother snorted. “When will you learn to be sensible?”


    Her father tut-tutted at Yeke’s casual blasphemy but said no more, instead turning back to his weeding and ignoring the developing family drama.


    “Don’t worry, Annyeke,” her mother frowned, intent on her sewing. “They won’t hurt you.”


    Annyeke didn’t reply to that. Meanwhile, the two birds above her, an apple sparrow resplendent in its green summer plumage, and a dull brown woodlark, continued their furious battle. As Annyeke began to tremble, two feathers, one green and one brown, floated down to rest on the ground next to her feet. More than anything she wanted to run but couldn’t begin to think where she could go that might be safe. The city was full of birds.


    When she blinked at her grandmother, she could see Yeke’s hard green eyes piercing a way through her, body and soul. Yeke’s dark red hair gleamed brighter in the sun, almost the colour of blood. It made the strange crimson net in Annyeke’s mind twist and she gasped again.


    One last wild shriek from the woodlark, and the sparrow tumbled down to earth. Annyeke’s hands gripped the sides of the gardenseat, forcing herself not to move. She would not run, she would not. Because if she did, she could not begin to imagine what Yeke would do to ensure she would never run again.


    The dying bird fluttered around on the grass as the woodlark flew to the lime tree, perching halfway up and declaring its victory in liquid song. Annyeke didn’t care about that. Her attentions were focused simply on the sparrow. Its death dance brought it nearer to her seat and she found she couldn’t look away. If she looked away, she wouldn’t know what it was doing. It might come nearer. Touch her even. She couldn’t bear the thought of that. Every sense she possessed cowered away.


    “By the gods.”


    Yeke’s voice split the woodlark’s song and the bird flew away from the tree. Her father’s trowel clanged down in the soil, striking stone. At the same time, her grandmother pushed herself up from her sitting position and strode with unknown purpose to stand in front of Annyeke. For the length of a heartbeat, the bulk of her obscured the sun, then she hunkered down. Her hair glowed brighter again when she turned to Annyeke, but her expression was lost in darkness.


    “Women of our blood should never show fear,” she said.


    Before Annyeke could understand what was happening, Yeke scooped up the dying bird, took two steps forward and placed the tiny body on her granddaughter’s lap.


    Annyeke couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak, couldn’t think. The sparrow convulsed, its flesh warm against her leg, opened its eye and seemed to stare up at her. One green speckled wing lay at an angle downwards and she could see that some of the feathers had been ripped out. Blood spattered across the body from a rip in the throat the woodlark had made.


    She opened her mouth and screamed. The sound made her mother jump to her feet and her father gave a short, sharp cry. The scream continued. On and on, so that she thought she might be swallowed up by it entirely. Her mind felt as if a great black flood of fear was sweeping through and out of her and would carry her away, a flood of past and present terrors. All things only half expressed to her family until now launched themselves into the air within the scream’s strange power—her deep-seated horror of feather, talon and beak, her unacknowledged rage at Yeke and the injustice of the dying sparrow on her lap. She tried to get up, push the bird away, but her grandmother held her down.


    Be quiet. You must learn how to overcome your fears. Start with this dead bird. It cannot hurt you.


    Those words sparked crimson into the wild dark waters of her scream. It worsened the pain and she struggled against Yeke’s harsh grip.


    Don’t fight me.


    Annyeke could feel the concern flowing from her father and mother, and could see through the haze of swirling colours her mother’s face disfigured by a frown. She couldn’t see her father. Her mother was mouthing words she couldn’t hear, the sense of them lost in the protective mind-net her grandmother had flung round them both.


    She couldn’t escape it. She couldn’t escape Yeke. She would never be able to. That knowledge released her tongue.


    “Leave me alone,” she screamed, words suddenly escaping through the dark rush of fear. “I hate you.”


    As she flung her thought outwards at her tormentor, all the past reared up once more within her and the black waters filled her again. She could have spoken a thousand instances of Yeke’s injustice, her clumsy cruelty and, most of all these, the way that Annyeke was never adult enough to fight back. Could never be so. For as long as she lived, such phrases would always be just out of her reach.


    Instead, she grasped the now dead sparrow. Blood slicked her fingers and she had to swallow down the urge to vomit. Crushing the bird in her hand, she half stood up, aware of the surprise in her grandmother’s face and feeling that same surprise in her mind. The mind-net must have woven its spell across her young thoughts, too, must be keeping them from the woman in front of her. For a few moments only, Yeke didn’t know what she was going to do next. The realisation liberated her. Annyeke took the bird and pressed it against her grandmother’s face, smearing her with blood and feathers, across her skin, her mouth, her hair. Then she let it go.


    That done, the words leapt straight from her mind to Yeke’s, the mind-net acting as a deadly passageway between them. I hate you, Annyeke said. You are cruel and I hate you.


    In the silence that followed, even as the mind-net faded to nothing, she knew that the family would never be the same again.


    *****


    Annyeke stopped. She’d revealed more than she’d intended to. Best to keep silent for a while, and surely there was enough there for the scribe to work with. Perhaps they’d both been wrong, though? Perhaps she should have kept to her first plan and shared the Tale of The Two Brothers with him, that archetypal Gathandrian tale of justice and anger. Now she could not see how her own meagre history could possibly give him the insight he needed to save them. She should never have allowed him to convince her. Time had been wasted that she could ill afford and they would have to work doubly hard to prepare for the great battle to come. She could sense it in her blood. It was nearer now than when she had first reckoned the day-cycles.


    Thank you.


    Simon’s voice. It brushed through her thoughts like a soft breeze passing through but leaving no damage.


    For what? she asked him.


    For giving me something of Gathandria and its people, rather than simply the ancient stories. I think it helps.


    Refraining from asking in what way it could help, she could sense her companion’s mind still sifting through the tale she had told, her grandmother’s injustice and Annyeke’s own long-held rage. Was that what he’d taken from her story? Not much of worth there, then. The small orbs of weakness discovered within her had been right. She found she was crying and closed her eyes.


    No. You mistake yourself. And me, the scribe continued. What your grandmother did was wrong. She did what she thought was best, but it was not the right thing for you. I do not think your anger was misplaced, Annyeke. I think it was justified. I would have felt the same. Have done so, indeed, under different circumstances. Though I would not, I am ashamed to say, have had the courage to fight back as you did. Would that I had. Then I think my life would have been much simpler.


    A silence during which they stared at each other. Then suddenly they were both laughing, again. Annyeke could sense a wave of blue easing through her mind. It must come from Simon, or be something to do with what they’d just shared together. How could he do that when she was the stronger? No matter. For a heartbeat or two, that same blue river drifted into mind-spaces she hadn’t visited for nearly a lifetime, flushing out the dark and the crimson spatterings and swallowing them up into a different colour. She blinked, and the river was gone.


    The scribe appeared to have noticed nothing untoward. He stretched his arms and stood up. Behind him, Annyeke saw that the snow-raven looked as if it was poised for flight and the mind-cane was quivering. For the first time, she was more worried about the cane than the bird.


    “Do justice and anger always fight then?” he asked her. “In the legends and in our lives?”


    An impossible question, but Annyeke met Simon’s steady gaze.


    “I don’t know,” she said, “but it’s always been a battle, a personal one.”


    He opened his mouth to reply but never got the chance because the mind-cane spun upwards and began a high-pitched humming. At the same time, the snow-raven began to sing, each note a perfect sphere of gold that melted into the air.


    The scribe took two steps towards the door, his sense of calm dissipated and arms raised upwards as if to ward off attack, but Annyeke grabbed him.


    “No, don’t run,” she panted. “Not this time. Why don’t you take hold of the cane, Simon? Properly. You’ve touched the cane before and it hasn’t hurt you.”


    “B-but that was accidentally,” he stammered, straining to free himself from her fingers, but she wouldn’t let him. “Or when I had no choice. I hated it though. I hate touching it.”


    “Why?” she said. He’d never said that before. She’d never sensed it from him, not with such vehemence, anyway.


    He finally wrenched himself free.


    Because it shows me myself, he said. That’s why.


    She had nothing to say in reply, no wisdom to give. The snow-raven flapped its wings and the cane’s humming grew louder. Simon put his hands over his ears.


    “No,” he said. “I’ve had enough. Please. Let me go. I need to get away. I need to think. For the gods’ and stars’ sake, why won’t anyone let me think?”


    With that, he reached the door and flung it open. The late afternoon air came rushing in, bringing with it a hint of snow. The time they had was already running out. Too soon. With heart beating fast, she let him go and watched him stride away, the raven and the cane following swiftly in his wake. From his mind-depths, she caught his destination before he knew it himself—the Great Library. It might be dangerous, but surely the mind-cane would keep him safe, and, after all, where else would a scribe long to go?


    


    Simon


    The wide and broken road bordered by the remains of the parkland swallowed him up. He’d had enough. At first, he’d thought the calmness he’d felt would hold him, but then the raven had started to sing and all his fear had come rushing back. Besides, there had been something in Annyeke’s honesty that had spoken to him in a different way from the first tale, where the outcome had been almost more than he could bear. With this one, something in him had shifted, releasing a river of blue he hadn’t known was there, or not in such abundance. For a moment, maybe more, he’d been on the brink of discovering…he didn’t know what. No matter. It had come to nothing—as was usual in his life, damn the stars, and now he was here, walking to no purpose through an unknown city and pursued by a strange bird and a mind-cane.


    It wasn’t the scenario he’d hoped for and, even as he smiled grimly to himself, he couldn’t find much of amusement in it. Swinging round, he faced his pursuers.


    “Why don’t you leave me alone?” he yelled, not caring what kind of attention his behaviour drew from the passersby in the street. “What do you want me to do, anyway? What do you want me for?”


    No answer, of course, and neither cane nor bird retreated. The raven simply cocked his head at him and the mind-cane stood quivering, as if expecting orders. The scribe had none to give but, by then, the wave of apprehension—no, fear—that the presence of the cane outside was drawing to him from the Gathandrians was clear.


    He waved a hand in apology at strangers. “Please. I’m sorry. It’s all right. The cane won’t hurt anyone, believe me. At least I don’t think so. The only one it’s after is…is me.”


    Then, without waiting for any kind of reply to that poor reassurance, and not expecting help, he set off on his previous course—to nowhere.


    He walked for the length of a spring story only as his feet dictated, though there was a strain of his thought within that drove him onwards, but he was too distracted to grasp it fully. His unwanted companions stuck close enough for him not to forget them, but far enough away so he didn’t feel threatened. The snow-raven must have been flying from roof to broken roof for a while when Simon became aware of the slight regular thump of the bird’s landing. By the time his mind was clear enough to focus on his surroundings, he found himself striding along a narrow street he hadn’t seen before. The houses here were smaller than those in Annyeke’s district, or even near the public square where she’d given her speech to the people, the same speech that carried the assumption that he, a dishonoured and deceitful scribe from a far-off land, could somehow help this beleaguered city. He wished he had her confidence even though, after the story she had just shared with him, he didn’t think confidence was the most important aspect of Annyeke. Perhaps the most important aspect was hope.


    He came to a sudden halt. On the roof to his left, the raven spread his great white wings for a moment as if waiting for further travelling and then folded them again. He looked as if he’d be prepared to wait for the scribe’s next action forever. Meanwhile, the cane remained silent. Simon was grateful for that. As he’d told Annyeke, he needed to think.


    Whilst deciding what to think about first on his now rather long list, he gazed about him. The proximity of the houses here made the street rather darker than it should have been, although already the sun was fading. Nobody was about, but he could hear the sound of hammering. It must be coming from the houses. He could not see any gap for a working area anywhere. There were plenty of gaps in the buildings themselves, however, as if great chunks of stone and glass had been gouged out or melted away. It must be the result of Gelahn’s mind-wars. Glass hung jagged in windows and half-smashed stones lay huddled next to the walls they’d once adorned. Some of the doors, too, were missing, although those that were left were mapped with carvings, the beauty of which the scribe had rarely seen before, more intricate, indeed, than Ralph Tregannon’s furnishings, and purer, too. He stepped closer to the nearest door.


    For long moments, the richness of the design had him stumbling, but then his eye saw what it was—a bird dancing across the tops of trees. Even though he could not identify for sure the species, the sight of it made him smile. There was something bold and expansive about the way the feathers arced upwards and the brush of the talons across the tallest of the branches. It made his heart beat faster. The man who had carved this truly had great talent. He was glad it had not been lost in the war.


    Still gripped in admiration, he reached out and touched the carving, running his fingers across the rough wood and tracing the line of the bird’s neck. At once, the door swung open with a harsh creak and the next moment the decision was made. As he entered the interior gloom, the cane and the bird followed him, his constant companions. He could hear a low muttering and then someone sighed.


    As his eyes grew accustomed to the dim light levels, he saw that, at the back of what seemed to be a studio, stood a tall slim woman wearing a loose-fitting dark green dress. Her silver hair was pinned up and from that he could see she was no longer young. She was holding a chair in one hand and some kind of small knife in the other. The air smelt of sawdust and juniper.


    The woman turned and blinked at him. Something rushed through his mind. It felt like green silk, shadowed strangely with darkness, and then it was gone. He wondered if she were reading him and, if so, what she might have found.


    Before he could say anything, try to explain his presence there, she’d put down the chair and was smiling.


    “Ah,” she said. “You’re the Lost One everyone is talking about. Welcome to the Sub-District of Sculptors.”


    With admirable ease and the minimum of fuss, the woman seated him and poured him a beaker of water from an oversized jug on the workbench. The raven and the mind-cane, both of which must have followed him inside, lurked like strange ghosts near the doorway. His companion paid them no heed, concentrating instead on more practical concerns.


    “Don’t worry,” she said. “The beaker is clean. For lack of anything more suitable, I spin a mind-net each morning to keep the dust at bay.”


    He nodded, not really understanding, and took a sip. Before he knew it, he’d drained the glass and she’d offered him another. He must have been thirstier than he’d realised.


    “Yes,” she spoke again. “Thinking—or being forced into it—does that for me, too.”


    Simon put down the beaker. “There is much I don’t understand. You know who I am, but I am afraid I do not know you.”


    “But you are welcome in my house, and enter it with confidence.”


    That much was true, he thought. Even though “confidence” was not a word he associated much with himself.


    “Please,” he said, “I do not mean to intrude but…”


    “…but you needed the respite. And I am happy to provide that for you. The last few day-cycles have been hard for us all.”


    She drew up a chair and sat down. Smiling, she answered the questions crowding his head.


    “My name is Iffenia,” she said. “It means moon-lily in our language. I am the Wife of the Second Elder and he is a chair maker though, of course, you did not have long to meet the elders and they have now left us. For a while only, I hope.”


    Simon nodded. Her words carried that same sense of darkness he’d felt before. It must be grief at her husband’s absence. That was something he understood. He wondered if they would, in fact, return after their betrayal of Gathandria. He had listened to the reasons for their departure, but that did not mean he understood.


    “Why did they go?” he asked her. “Forgive me. I do not intend harshness. I, too, would have fled if I had had the opportunity. I suppose that is what I did, in fact, during the two first days when I stayed in Annyeke’s room, but surely those with wisdom in the land should have stayed, whatever their wrongdoings. We need your husband’s guidance, and that of his fellow elders.”


    He hadn’t intended to sound as if he were offering her a challenge. He had only just arrived here and, besides, he had no challenge to offer. But as he finished speaking, the scribe realised the snow-raven had perched on the table nearest to them both and the mind-cane was quivering only a few feet away from him. It looked as if it might plunge towards him at any moment and he braced himself to run.


    A hand on his arm grounded him.


    “No,” Iffenia whispered. “Do not run. And do not fear your own words. What you have said is right or, rather, rightly asked. But the elders betrayed the people when they let the mind-executioner free. Until their minds are clear, help cannot truly come from them, and anything they do will only hinder us. I miss my husband with all that I am, and would do anything for his safe return, but I know it must be so for now. When they are able to help us, believe me, they will. But, in the meantime, do not fight the influence these, your companions, have over you. Whilst they are strange, they are not your harshest enemies.”


    Eyes still fixed on the fearsome length of black and carved silver, he swallowed, trying to take in all she had said. “No? Sometimes it seems as if they are. Annyeke tells me that, with them, I can help Gathandria survive. I accept what you say about the elders might be true, but the knowledge of how to help in a way they could not is hidden from me. And, so far, the mind-training has not obviously been successful.”


    “Mind-training is not easy,” she replied after a moment, releasing her hold on him. “Not even for full blood Gathandrians, and you only have half our blood in you. But perhaps that, too, is as it should be. After all, we have been able to protect neither our own lands nor the lands of our neighbours. It may be we do not have all the answers, even my husband and his circle. Something new is needed.”


    “Something new?” He glanced at her, and then laughed. “I fear that I have little to offer, and certainly nothing new.”


    You underestimate yourself.


    Her answer, suddenly inside his head in a way he hadn’t anticipated, cut through him. In its wake, that strange shadowy green sense once more flowed. The woman’s words reverberated within him, almost as if he was thinking them himself.


    “Perhaps I do,” he replied, not trusting his skills enough to respond only in the mind. “But when I compare myself to the people I see around me—Johan, Annyeke, even young Talus—then I have no choice but to admit my own lack.”


    Then do not compare yourself. You are unique, Lost One, and in that uniqueness lies your salvation, and ours, also.


    As she finished speaking, he realised she’d left his mind, had withdrawn in order to allow him his privacy, not that he was sure what to do with it.


    “And that is the ‘something new’ you talk about? You think I must find my own way through this period of preparation in order to be ready to face Duncan Gelahn when he attacks us at last?”


    She nodded and spoke aloud once more. “Yes, that is exactly what I mean. And, if you wish to take the first step on that pathway, perhaps you should start in the Gathandrian Library. Though you do not credit it, this is where your mind has truly been directing you, is it not? You are, after all, a scribe. That is your gifting. You are a carver of words, just as my gifting is to be a sculptor. Both of us create beauty and order where there is none. Come, I will show the way you must go.”


    At the door to the street, she touched his head with her fingers and, at once, the scribe knew the way to his destination. Before she could withdraw her hand, he took it.


    “Will you go with me?” he asked her. “I would value your company.”


    Iffenia shook her head, taking her hand away quickly. “I cannot, though your invitation touches me, Simon Hartstongue. Up until now, you have had many Gathandrian companions with you. For this section of your path, you must travel only with those the Spirit has commanded to be with you. But know this: the minds of all who live here are with you, even when you are alone.”


    Then she stepped back inside her home and was gone.


    


    Duncan Gelahn


    One moment the mind-executioner is luxuriating in Tregannon’s master bedroom and smiling at the thought of the dispossessed Lammas Lands’ lord. The mountain dogs lie quiet. The next moment, a shiver of red rolls over and through his mind and his eyes are forced shut. Impressions of books, a voice he knows too well from his past, and two brothers, one murderous, fill his mind and, when he opens his eyes at last, he understands he is no longer in Ralph’s castle.


    This moment is truly his.


    For reasons Duncan cannot fully understand, but which he suspects must be to do with the scribe, he is back in the great Library of Gathandria. Not the hidden dungeon the Elders kept him in for so long, with its torment of books and legends, but the Library itself. Something has begun, who knows how, and he welcomes it. He wants to close his eyes to savour the sensations, but he is afraid to miss anything of what he has ached for. Instead, he breathes in the air, its hint of learning and dust, excitements and dreams filling him until he could almost be one with the great treasure house itself.


    Almost, but not truly.


    Because, even before he has begun to plunge himself into the stories and histories around him, the Spirit of the Library has caught and held his mind.


    You are no longer permitted to feed from me here.


    Nor anywhere, Duncan replies, his thoughts chasing after the jewels of words already vanishing. Why, then, am I here?


    He receives no reply, but the Library still holds him captive. This is power beyond that he’d enjoyed with the help of the mind-cane. Questions crowd his tongue, but he knows that speaking them aloud will do him no good. Someone, or something, has taken him from the Lammas Lands and brought him to the heart of Gathandria. Is it the contact he has here that he still dare not name? But how? It should not be possible. Neither is this simply a vision of his homeland; what he can see and smell and touch is real. He is here in truth, but unable to enjoy the benefits. He does not know whether this fact is an unexpected blessing for his exile’s life or a secret torment that will play him later.


    If only the mountain dogs were with him, he would tear through the Library’s adamant grasp and open the shining books his fingers long to hold. Even without the cane, he would be strong enough to do that, oh yes. Then the power he seeks would be his and the elders would be no more. This is the mind-executioner’s dream and this is what he strives towards. He is the true heir of Gathandria. He is the one who will save them.


    If the Library lets him go, there will be no need for the heat and sweat of battle to bring these people to their knees. He could have all his desire now.


    But the dogs are not here, and the power that has brought him home is stronger than he. Even though he struggles with all of his mind to free himself, Duncan can do nothing but wait and wonder.


    So the mind-executioner floats within the Gathandrian Library. He cannot understand the purpose of it. If he is to be taunted with being here, then his tormentor is succeeding. So many year-cycles has Duncan longed for the chance to visit this place once more. The Library has been a part of his plans for returning, a distant vision to work for included in his future triumph. To win this life again, he will do anything.


    Anything. He has made his pact with the dark and he will not gainsay it, even if the path back were to be opened to him ever again.


    You cannot go back. You have walked too far with the night.


    The Spirit of the Library is speaking again, strange coloured words flashing danger into his mind. He knows that what the Spirit speaks is true. The day he began his rebellion against the Gathandrian elders, so many generation-cycles in the past, was the day he walked away from the road of hope. Injustices had been done to him, his talents ignored and all his ambitions burnt to nothing. The anger has been the only thing that sustained him. He will live by it still.


    The night is my friend, he answers the voice. I wish for no other companion. Bringing me here, for whatever purpose, will not change that. I will save Gathandria in my way, because your way, the way of words and stories, has always failed. This land is mine alone and one day I will reclaim it. One day, whether I live or not, silence will be king.


    As Duncan finishes speaking, a roaring torrent rips through his blood and bone and flesh and he opens his mouth and screams. There is no sound. The agony is beyond its physical retelling. He feels as if every part of him is being torn away and reattached to himself in a different place. For a moment, he wonders if this is what the victims of the mountain-dogs feel, when he unleashes them. Then the terrible noise vanishes and he is whole again, with a greater knowledge of who it is who has helped him here. Both of them. Something unfamiliar reaches his ear, a slow creaking. He turns to face whatever will happen next.


    The door to the great Library opens. When he sees which one of his unexpected allies it is, Duncan smiles.


    


    Simon


    Iffenia had conveyed to his mind that the Gathandrian Library had once been beautiful but had been all but destroyed in the recent wars. Situated next to the Council of Elders’ building, the scribe thought it still had a kind of glory. Stonework had been sheered through and none of the windows had glass as far as he could see. The roof was entirely missing. In spite of that, the height of the structure still drew the eye and some of the carvings remained. Peering closer, he could see intricate scenes of men and women poring over books, examples of Gathandrian artwork, all of it framed by the trees these people seemed to love so well. Gelahn had not entirely defeated the city then.


    Still followed by his two strange companions, he entered the interior gloom. Already, it was all but night and the chill in the air made him shiver. He wondered how Iffenia could have imagined that any books might be stored here. It was obvious to him that such surroundings would only ruin them.


    “Welcome, Lost One.”


    The voice made him swing round but he could see nobody. “Hello? Where-Where are you?”


    “I am nowhere.”


    “What…?”


    “And everywhere.”


    Without warning, the mind-cane, which had been lurking at the edge of his sight, flew to the scribe’s hand. He tried to twist away but the cane twisted too, and landed in his palm. He cried out but already his fingers were wrapping round its slim frame. A flash of blue sparked upwards and then the cane was still. Simon had braced himself to scream but this time there was no pain, no sensation of burning. It was as if he and the cane were poised to fight together as they had briefly before, but here there was no enemy, unless, of course, he counted the disembodied voice.


    “That is as it should be.”


    The scribe could take no more of this. He had experienced enemies in his mind and in the flesh, but never an enemy who was invisible yet did not assault his thoughts.


    He took two paces forward, brandishing the cane in front of him as if it were a weapon he knew how to use. “Who are you? Name yourself.”


    From behind, the snow-raven took to the air, his wings brushing Simon’s face. The scribe gasped because, as the bird flew in an arc around the half-broken hall he found himself in, his flight lit up the room’s strange treasures. Rows and rows of books met his eye, all colours and shapes and sizes. The bindings of some of them glittered red and gold in the light from the snow-raven’s wings. Others were blue or purple, still others of them as green as summer grass, and others as bright a yellow as the great orb of the sun. All this Simon knew in a heartbeat. The next moment he could smell their parchments, a heady mix of animal skin, rosemary oil and the hopes and dreams of men. As the snow-raven continued his journey, the books became sparser, empty spaces appearing on the shelves revealed by the bird until finally the last few moments showed no books at all. The scribe couldn’t help but feel sorrow at the loss. The raven landed by his side, folded his wings back onto his body and was motionless.


    The books that were there remained in view.


    The silence weighed heavily on his shoulders. It pressed in around him so that, even though he longed to reach out and reveal the contents of the books he could see, he was unable to. Finally, the strange voice spoke again.


    “This is who I am.”


    Simon gazed round but, as with so much that had happened to him in recent day-cycles, he did not understand. All he could see were the writings. He wondered once more how they were protected from the elements in this mysterious place when the roof opened out onto the sky.


    “That is right. I am they.”


    Gripping the mind-cane more firmly and receiving an unexpected strength from it, the scribe squared his shoulders and cleared his throat.


    “That cannot be true. Books do not speak…” he began, but the sound of laughter cut him off.


    Spinning round, he could still see no one. Only the laughter, which was not mockery but delight, rolled around his ears. At the end of it, the voice spoke again. “You, who call yourself a scribe and lover of words, dare to say books do not speak? Surely their voice is heard all over the lands, both here in Gathandria and across all our neighbours’ countries also, no matter who tries to stand against them.”


    Simon could only acknowledge the truth in that. “Forgive me, I misspoke. Tell me, then, how can you be the voice of books when the words that are written do not live in the ear but are heard only in the mind?”


    “It is a short journey, Lost One, from the mind to the ear. When, in the past, you wrote the words of your people’s legends on your parchments, did you not hear their song? And is that whisper not more powerful than the most fearful enemy lifting his voice on the air to reach you?”


    Simon blinked. He opened his mouth to say something that might not have been a lie but was not entirely the truth. The sudden heat of the cane in his hand changed his mind.


    “The song of words may well be more powerful than an enemy’s shout,” he acknowledged, “but it is not something I remember when the enemy is at hand.”


    The mind-cane’s heat subsided and, whilst no answer came from his invisible companion, the scribe felt as if someone he couldn’t quite see might have given half a smile.


    “You are honest,” the voice said after a few moments’ silence. “I thank you. No, more than that, the books thank you. You see, I am the Spirit of the Library and the books are my voice. You hear me more fully than most, Lost One, because of your love of writing and because of the cane you hold. Together we can teach you many things.”


    “Why have I not heard about you before?” Simon asked the Spirit.


    “Many seek me,” came the answer, “but few are chosen to hear as you are hearing. But, no matter. You come at Iffenia’s bidding, though that in itself is strange, but no matter. What will be so now must be carried out. You seek the Legend of Justice and Anger, the Tale of the Two Brothers. Step forward, into the snow-raven’s light, into the centre of my heart, and hear.”


    The scribe was unsure if that was really what he wanted, but there seemed to be no going back, so he pursed his lips and did as the voice commanded, even though his skin felt clammy and the hand holding the cane shook. The moment he did so, the light began to sparkle around him and the mind-cane bucked and hummed in his grasp. He stumbled, found himself falling, cried out—and then all was darkness.


    When he opened his eyes, he couldn’t tell how long he’d been asleep. He thought he might find himself in another place, a place of the mind, but he was still in the library. However, the building itself had changed. Instead of the late evening sky, he could see a carved dome above him. It was decorated with animals and birds, people and houses. The colours were as vibrant as if they had been freshly painted. The scenes spilled down onto the walls and he found his eye followed them around the books, each one pulsating with its own life, until he came back to the beginning again.


    A slight brush against his shoulder and he realised the snow-raven stood next to him. The bird tilted his head as if to ask a question Simon couldn’t interpret and then opened his beak and sang. This time, the notes were not physical and did not form themselves into any shapes, but the scribe could still sense them as if they were colours. The higher notes drifted through his thoughts in yellow and gold, whereas the lower notes made him think of red or the deep brown of summer earth. When the bird finished his song, the scribe longed for the music again.


    Rising to his feet, he saw the cane was lying a small distance away. He moved to take it up again but a voice in his head spoke, Wait.


    He stopped and glanced around. It had sounded like the Spirit of the Library. Just as he was pondering what to do, or how indeed to get back to the world he had been in only a few heartbeats before, the voice spoke again.


    Lost One, if you pick up the cane, then the Legend you wish to know will begin. Are you ready for that?


    He thought for a moment before replying.


    “No,” he said, swinging round and pitching his response to all the books around him. “No, I am not, but I need to hear it, don’t I?”


    As you wish. So, then, choose the deep green book that your eye rests on now. Take it up in your left hand, but do not open it. When that is done, choose the mind-cane again. Put your right hand on the silver carving and touch the book with the cane itself. Then the Legend will most truly be yours. Most important of all, whatever happens, do not let either of them go.


    The scribe obeyed. Only when he came to pick up the mind-cane did he realise his mouth felt dry and he was sweating. He only wished he knew what would happen when the cane touched the book, but it was unlikely the Spirit of the Library would reveal that to him. After all, when he wrote his words down on parchment, he was never sure where the quill would take him next. And that was true whether he was writing one of the familiar ancient legends of his people or simply for his own enjoyment. Indeed, how he longed to write again. He could almost taste the need of it on his tongue.


    He took hold of the mind-cane, felt it fizzing against his skin, but not enough to burn him. Then, with something halfway between a sigh and a groan, he laid it onto the book’s green binding.


    A sensation of movement and Simon was flying upwards into the air. The Library roof shattered into a thousand pieces that became at the same instance the stars. He screamed but the snow-raven’s wings wrapped around him and his cry was swallowed up in flight. What terrified him most was the certainty of falling back to the ground and what he might have to face then. Before his mind could begin to count the possibilities, the wild journey came to an end and his feet were on solid earth once more. But where that might be, only the Spirit of the Library knew.


    He opened his eyes. His arm was wrapped around the snow-raven’s body and his mouth was filled with feathers. Still clutched in his right hand, the cane had somehow kept him safe, whilst his other hand continued to grasp the book of the Second Legend. The bird opened his beak and hissed a warning. At once, Simon let go his hold on the snow-raven, wiping his mouth clean of soft white down with his sleeve.


    I’m sorry, he said in his thoughts and the raven’s hissing ceased. At the same time, the landscape in front of him shivered and reformed itself from the blankness of rock to fields sown with crops, something like poorman’s wheat but with a darker stem, cabbages taller than Simon had ever seen before, and a yellow flowering plant he didn’t recognise at all.


    Beyond the fields, homes and outhouses shimmered into view. The stone they were made from was whiter than the whitest cloth. It all but blinded him. The next moment, he could hear the distant hum of voices, dogs barking and the higher shrieks of children. A crowd of field workers were making their way back home, jostling in the late afternoon sun, some of them carrying tools and others dragging long ploughs, shoulders bent under the strain.


    As the scribe continued to watch, the book he held began to glow a brighter shade of green, but it did not burn him. At the same time, the raven spread his wings and launched himself upwards, flying towards the crowd of weary workers. The bird made a slow circle in the sky above their heads, although none appeared to notice, and then began to return to Simon. As if drawn by an invisible cord, two men left their companions and followed the raven’s path, on earth as he in sky, towards the scribe. The taller of the two was dressed in black and the scribe scrambled backwards, thinking for a heartbeat or two that it was the mind-executioner once more. But no, this man was older than Duncan Gelahn, and his face was gnarled and lined with the sun. Next to him, the shorter man was dressed in red. He was younger but the resemblance to what must surely be his father or his brother was obvious.


    They are brothers. This is their story.


    The book was talking to him, its voice filling his mind, spilling over his skin and changing the attitudes and actions of his heart. He and the book he held shared the same thoughts and spoke the same words. They were one.


    This is their story and I am living in it, he told himself. Or perhaps it was the book who told him? He could not say. This must be the level of story telling Johan had told him about on their journey over the sea. He was more than listening to it, he was dwelling in it, in a way he should not have been able to as these were no memories of his but the legends of an unknown people. He could see, smell, touch and taste the story, with his body and with his mind, too. It felt as if he was caught in a river rushing to the sea and the current was too strong for him. His breath came in gasps and his hands were shaking.


    But still he held the book, couldn’t let go. And now the raven had alighted on an oak tree only a few paces away and the two brothers were all but upon him.


    “Who are you?” the older of them asked, and the scribe gasped at the fact that this…this…legend should actually be able to talk to him. But hadn’t he already heard the voices of the brothers’ people? He should have been ready.


    “Who are you?” his questioner asked him again, this time accompanying the words with a prod at Simon’s shoulder. “Have you come to spy upon us?”


    The scribe stumbled and saved himself only by means of the mind-cane.


    “Leave him alone,” the younger man said, his voice a gentle stream compared with the rough edge of his brother’s tongue. His hair was also a deep black set against the silver streaked hair of Simon’s questioner. “He hasn’t harmed any of us, has he?”


    “No. No, I haven’t. And I don’t intend to.” The scribe suddenly found his voice and tried to stand taller against the bulk of the elder brother. He hadn’t tackled a man who didn’t exist before, but that was no reason not to try. “Why do you assume the worst about those you do not know?”


    The elder brother frowned but made no move to strike him as Simon had thought he might. Instead, the younger man answered, with a laugh. “He’s right, Kanlin. You are too suspicious. You make things hard for yourself in life, you know. And at this time of celebration, you should try not to make yet another enemy.”


    “Hush, do not share our secrets with all you meet,” Kanlin grunted, directing his deepening frown at his brother. “You do not know what use they might make of them.”


    Simon couldn’t help himself. He laughed. The thought that he was actually here, living and breathing a story someone else had told many generation-cycles ago, made his blood sing.


    “I can make no use of things I do not understand, can I?” he countered. “And, as this is the first time I have ever been here, then believe me, I understand nothing, but I will offer you one of my secrets if it will help you. My name is Simon Hartstongue of the…White Lands and I am a scribe. I am, I am told by others, also One Who is Lost, but neither of these truths can bring you harm.”


    Kanlin shook his head and stepped away, while the younger brother smiled and tried to hide it.


    “I greet you,” he said. “Welcome, Simon Hartstongue, to our world. My name is Ahelos and I am a tiller of crops. My brother, Kanlin, is the protector of our livestock, and we rely on him for many things. I, and all of our people, could not do without him.”


    Ahelos’ expression softened as he spoke and he reached out a cautious hand to touch his brother’s shoulder. Kanlin snorted and pulled away. Ahelos shrugged. In the silence, a distant shout attracted their attention, and the scribe looked up to see one or two of the men in the disappearing group waving at them. Ahelos waved back as Kanlin spoke.


    “Come, then, we must get back,” he said. “The stranger may follow us if he wishes, but he must find shelter elsewhere. We have no room for him.”


    Simon was about to respond that he had not thought of following them, but the mind-cane fizzed in one hand and a surge of heat from the book almost burnt the other. Still, he did not let go of either, as he had been ordered. After a few moments, the burning sensation faded and he could breathe again.


    In the meantime, Ahelos had clapped him on the back and set out towards the houses. “Come, then, you may rest with one of our neighbours, if my brother will give you no room. But, first, I must gather elm nuts for supper.”


    “You should have done that earlier. We will have to hurry,” Kanlin grumbled but made no other complaint as the three of them veered towards the woods, already darkening in the twilight gloom. Bare branches twisted at the sky as if caught in a wild dance to an unheard music and, from somewhere, Simon heard the call of a hunting owl.


    As he strode behind the two men, the scribe thought it odd that he could pick up no individual thoughts from the brothers themselves. His only understanding emanated from the sensations filtered through the book and he could not tell their origin. He had a sense of history, as if this place, these people, had been here for generation-cycles beyond numbering, and would always be here. Beyond that, the background hum of the village-dwellers’ feelings, exhaustion, satisfaction, hunger, the need for sleep, friendship, love and peace. More frightening emotions, too, swirled in the void left by men and women who had never been real, fear, jealousy, resentment and hatred. All these passed over him and he could not make them stop, or understand their meaning, not fully. He was new to this.


    Nearer the trees, Ahelos took out a pouch from his belt that he unfolded and handed to his brother. “Come then, if we both gather the elm nuts, then we will the sooner be home.”


    “And free from the threat of the river foxes,” Kanlin added.


    The scribe did not like the sound of such animals, but decided asking would only bring an answer to his question and he did not want to know. He thought he, too, should perhaps offer to help, but the younger brother shook his head, smiling.


    “I have only two belt pouches,” he said. “And, besides, I see you already have your own burdens to carry. You will have to keep watch for us.”


    Before Simon could object, Ahelos had turned away and was striding deeper into the wood, Kanlin by his side. In the sky, the snow-raven continued to wheel and dance an intricate pattern, each change of direction accompanied by a harsh whistling. The scribe shivered and plunged into the trees.


    They swallowed him up. Tall, interlocked branches cut out most of the dying light and the only glimmer came from the silver carvings on the top of the cane. He could hear a constant low howling and wondered whether that could be one of the river-foxes—whatever they were—before realising it was only the wind. His own foolishness made him smile but, nevertheless, he tracked the brothers and kept watch as best he could, not that he knew how he could protect them from danger if it transpired. He had no weapon, only the cane, and it did not always act as he might wish. If it chose to be, it was stronger than any knife. But the scribe could not guarantee its choice, especially in a fictional world such as this, no matter how real it felt.


    To his left, he caught the bulky shadow of Kanlin hunkering down beside a great tree-trunk and gathering handfuls of what must be the elm nuts, pouring them into the belt pouch. Ahelos he couldn’t see. His slight figure must be hidden amongst the trees.


    The scribe took a step forward, drawing together his scant supply of courage to tell the older man that already he had failed in his task. He had not been keeping watch and the younger brother had vanished. At the same time, a wave of thick blackness swept over him and he found he couldn’t move at all. The book felt cold to his touch and the mind-cane’s silver ceased to glow.


    Ahelos appeared on the other side of Kanlin. The man crouching down failed to notice. From instinct, Simon opened his mouth to cry a warning, but no sound came out. Something glittered in the younger brother’s hand. A heartbeat later, the scribe saw it was a knife. This shining object plunged deep into the figure of the older man, who cried out and fell backwards against the tree. Dark liquid gushed from the wound, and the scribe felt the sticky wetness spray against his face. He turned, able to move at last, and vomited into the undergrowth. From the edge of his vision, he saw the knife rise and fall again, twice, and then Kanlin was silent.


    “Please,” the scribe heard himself say. “Please…”


    “Hush your mouth,” came Ahelos’ reply, his voice now changed from the charm of before into a harsher tone. And still Simon could sense none of the man’s emotions. “I have to make sure my brother is dead.”


    “Why have you killed him?” The question was in the air before the scribe could prevent it and he would have given much of the little he owned, and all he didn’t, to pull the question back.


    Ahelos laughed. “Would you not wish to? He has spent years of his life belittling me and taking what is mine. He deserves to die. It is a miracle he has survived thus far.”


    “You will be punished. Even if you k-kill me, those you live with will find it out, no matter how far you run.” The scribe wished he’d sounded stronger, but his stammer under pressure couldn’t be helped. He also wished he’d had the sense to remain silent or even to run, but the taste of vomit in his mouth seemed to force words out of him he would never otherwise have said. Likewise, the tremble in his legs betrayed his need to escape.


    “Ah, but I don’t intend to run,” whispered Ahelos, and now Simon could see the glitter of the knife streaked with its black globules of blood as it came ever closer. “Because you, a stranger, are here. I’d thought of a river fox as the killer of my beloved brother, but why should not a stranger be a murderer just as well?”


    “I-I don’t want to kill anyone,” the scribe tried to back away but the mind-cane hummed in his hand and once more he found he couldn’t move. From somewhere beyond the trees, he heard the snow-raven’s cry.


    “Nobody knows that,” Ahelos said with a laugh. “I’ll say you followed us, tried to rob us and killed my brother. Then I, in my natural anger, killed you. Justice was done.”


    He brought the knife down. The steel, still warm from Kanlin’s body, touched Simon’s arm on its way to his belly. The scribe cried out. The mind-cane screamed but not with fear and, the next moment, Simon drove the cane into Ahelos’ face.


    He was hoping only to fend off his assailant, but the mind-cane had a different purpose. As the ebony touched the murderous brother, fire leapt from it, suffused with the wild humming. The sound was so piercing that Simon was forced to cover his ears with his arms, although the overwhelming noise was in his thoughts, also, and that could not be gainsaid. Ahelos’ hair burst into a dark crimson flame that ran down his body, licking away tunic and skin and flesh. The smell of burning drove all other thoughts away and the scribe turned and vomited again.


    When he looked round, the air was still and the humming had stopped. The mind-cane was motionless. The snow-raven was perched on a branch nearby that swayed under his weight. The bird was glowing and a single speck of bright blood marked his head. Simon couldn’t help but shake. He longed to drop both the book of this legend and the cane, but his fingers would not let go. He glanced at the ground. Ahelos lay at his feet. In the light cast through the trees by the snow-raven, Simon could see the man’s face and skin were burnt away.


    He swore with words he had heard Ralph say in what seemed a lifetime ago. His heart was beating at such a pace but he could not breathe in enough air. He’d killed Ahelos. He’d killed him, when he’d sworn to himself he would not kill again. He hadn’t meant to. Dropping to his knees, Simon peered into his victim’s features, or what he could see of them. He could sense nothing, but that was no surprise—he had been unable to link with either of these men while they lived, so how could he understand fully when they had died?


    “I’m sorry,” he whispered to no one. “I’m sorry.”


    The snow-raven gave a low whistle and Ahelos’ eyes flickered open. Simon gasped but could not draw back. Somehow, his eyes had been saved from the all-consuming flame, but the scribe did not think they focused on anything. The glint of life was fading away. Ahelos was dying.


    In the silence after the raven’s call, he realised he could hear something but didn’t know what it was. A quick search around him revealed no danger, but still the low noise continued. It formed itself into words. He stared at Ahelos. Yes, his lips were moving, his teeth glittering strangely as they worked the sound into shapes.


    More than anything, the scribe wanted to run. It was always his first, his most pressing instinct. Instead, now, he shut his eyes, told himself that because of what he had done, he had to stay. Then he leaned forward, moving his ear to the remains of Ahelos’ mouth. It took half a story’s beginning to hear what he was saying and, even then, understanding did not follow in the wake of knowledge.


    “You are the justice-bringer after all, you are he…”


    The same words spoken over and over again, but so quietly and fading so rapidly that Simon did not, at first, believe he’d heard it at all.


    At last, the talking stopped. Ahelos’ eyes dulled to nothing and closed. Simon was alone. Finding what little strength he had left, he staggered to his feet and backed away until he felt the solidity of bark and leaf. With a fierce shout, he flung both the book and the mind-cane as far from himself as he could. The cane landed with a dull thump in leaf-mulch and the book hit the branch of an ash standing opposite and stayed, entangled by twigs. Its green glow vanished at once and the light from the snow-raven began to fade.


    At the same time, a hand that was not his reached out and plucked the discarded book from the tree. Before he could think whether it was one of the brothers’ fellow villagers and, if it were, what he might say, a voice spoke, but only to his mind.


    It was Gelahn. A slight dark-eyed figure dressed in the way Simon had first encountered him, a black over-tunic edged with white circles. The cloak, he knew, would be trimmed with the shape of a pentagon, although now he could not see it. His heart skittered in his throat and his thoughts became as ice. With the mind-executioner’s presence, the scent of fire and darkness deepened and, behind Gelahn, the shadows of another that the scribe could not quite make out.


    If you cannot bear the story, the mind-executioner said, then you are nothing but a fool to tell it.

  


  
    

    Fourth Lammas Lands Chronicle


    PRUDENCE AND SLOTH


    


    Ralph


    Something has happened. He no longer senses the mind-executioner’s presence in his home, although the snarling of the mountain dogs in the bedroom can be heard as far as the great hall. The fact of Gelahn’s absence snapped into Ralph’s mind as soon as he limped into the shelter of home, the irritation of his encounter with Jemelda in the kitchens still fresh on his skin.


    Where is he?


    His first thought is it must be a trick. Gelahn is testing him by hiding himself so completely that Ralph does not know when he will appear next. He is waiting to see what the Overlord will do.


    Ralph shakes the rain from his hair and takes off his boots. The stone slabs freeze his feet and he reaches for the cloth he keeps by the cloak store. Not bothering to find a chair, he simply sits on the floor and dries himself as best he may. In recent times, this would have been a servant’s job and the change in routine makes him grimace. No matter. For the foreseeable future-cycle, this is something he will have to grow accustomed to.


    And, all the time, under this light clatter of thought that he hopes masks at least some of the deeper part of his mind, Ralph is pondering on weightier matters. Whenever Gelahn is here he has, up until now, always been able to sense him. If this is a trick, it is a good one. But why would the mind-executioner do this? He has the power over Ralph that he wishes. Even if, by some strange miracle, there are things Gelahn does not know or has not yet spoken of, like the presence of the emeralds, the fact remains that Ralph does not know how to use their magic and so the knowledge of them is worse than useless.


    A sudden lurch takes him. The emeralds. They hid the boy from Gelahn. Perhaps, then, the mind-executioner has already discovered them and that is why Ralph does not sense him now. The emeralds—may their power and all the gods and stars that made them be cursed—are hiding his enemy from him, also. Gelahn is still here, he would not leave without taking the wretched dogs with him, and he is using Ralph’s own so-called cunning to taunt him.


    Ralph scrambles upright, still cursing under his breath, and launches himself through the hall towards the ancient oak staircase and the bedrooms above. His breath comes in short gasps and he almost stumbles over the last of his own dogs. No time to stop. It is quicker this way than if he uses the passage’s outside entrance. He needs to see Gelahn now before he takes his vengeance on any of the people, if that is his plan. Ralph needs to try to explain, though he has no excuses.


    The executioner will see the emeralds. He will know how to mine them in full and any advantage Ralph has will be gone. How his father would cast Ralph out now if he could see what his son has done. All the Tregannons’ power and hope vanished in a tenth of the time his father took to build it. He was right about Ralph all along.


    At the door to the room Gelahn has taken, Ralph finally remembers the mountain dogs. Their howling wraps round him, snapping at his flesh. Gods and stars. But he cannot retrace his steps. He must see the mind-executioner and understand the shape of the landscape he must meet. To wait for Gelahn to reveal himself would be impossible.


    He might even be inside Ralph’s room now. He has no way of telling.


    Swinging round, he slams his fists on the wall and lets loose another guttural curse in his mother’s tongue. For a moment, the sound of his voice almost holds back the baying of the dogs. In that moment, and not caring what may come from his actions, Ralph opens the door and plunges inside.


    The darkness swallows him up. It nearly makes him stop, too, but he has sense enough not to do so. The mountain dogs are causing the darkness. They must be. It’s moving and he can see vague shapes appearing and disappearing within it. Red eyes, the flash of bare teeth, the husky tendrils of their breath, and always, always, the noise of them. Not simply the overpowering sound of pack dogs that makes the ear tingle when they’re on the hunt, but something meaner and more insistent, a baying that plunders the mind.


    He doesn’t know what to do now he’s here, and he wonders why he ever thought he could do this. His face is wet and his fists are clenched, but he’s still moving, across the room, towards the secret door. Now is not a good time to think about whether he can fit through the gap to the passageway quickly enough, or whether or not the emeralds are still there. It will be a strong magic, indeed, if they are. Already, he senses that Gelahn is not here or, if he is, he’s not showing himself—mocking Ralph’s attempts to confront him, no doubt, and watching his defeat with pleasure.


    The dogs are onto him now. They’ve caught the scent. He can see more glimpses of teeth and twenty-strong pairs of crimson eyes. Perhaps more. The nature of their howling changes, it’s more purposeful, they have a victim, by all the gods.


    If he dies, what will become of his people?


    He lunges at the wall just as the nearest mountain dog rips into his already injured leg. Blood spurts hot from his skin and he can’t help his scream. The first dog’s action is a signal for the others and they tear into him, cruel jaws fastening on arms, hair, body, whatever they can find. They’ll kill him here. He cannot defeat them.


    Please, please, his thoughts beg for mercy but there is no one to heed the plea. And, already, the dogs are beyond his body into his mind. In his last thought before the terror takes hold, Ralph understands to the full how Simon must have felt when he was fighting for his life on the mountain.


    Then all thought is obliterated as a torrent of blackness sweeps across him. Not just blackness though, but one interspersed with crimson and orange and silver, slashing at his mind like knives. Someone is whimpering. Ralph thinks it’s himself. All the aspects of his life he has held dear for so long—the position he has in the Lammas Lands, his family line, the riches, the responsibilities—are torn from his grasp and vanish in a howl of pure pain. In real hand-to-hand battle, he could fight this, but here he cannot. Here there is no time or ebb and flow of violence, but it all occurs at once and without respite. Ralph cannot tell how long the mountain dogs rip apart his thoughts with their cruel teeth and howling but, at some point, only the gods and stars know when, he becomes aware of his right hand—in the body, not simply a vision of it. Something hot is digging into his palm. It sends splinters of pain through the deep ache of his mind. He doesn’t know what it is, but it makes him think he’s not dead yet, perhaps not even in the death that is no death which only the mind-executioner can bring.


    In the darkness of the mind, it takes more than a story’s beginning to open his eyes. When he does, all he can see is crimson. It must be his own blood, or the blood of his deepest thoughts, torn open. Impossible to tell which. Still, his shoulder throbs and slowly, slowly, Ralph follows the faint outline of his arm, elbow and hand in red. At the end of his fingers, where the rough wall presses against his skin, something green is glowing.


    He should know what this is, but he cannot gather together his memories to form a conclusion. The mountain dogs have taken that ability away. Soon, he will be lost to his past entirely.


    Grasp what you see.


    The voice is familiar. A man he ought to know, someone who means something to him, but he cannot tell what that might have been, cannot tell, also, whether the voice is to be trusted.


    Believe it. Take it, or you will die.


    Ralph’s mind is almost gone. He doesn’t know what to think, how to think—or what to do. Then, from a memory he’d forgotten he’d kept—his father’s voice, telling him that in battle a soldier must fight to the end and never give up. I don’t want to die.


    Of their own volition, his fingers curl around the green glow he can see but faintly. It brightens and sends a shaft of colour upwards over his arm, then across his face and down over his whole body. Suddenly, he hears his own voice and the word he is chanting, although he doesn’t know how long he’s been chanting it.


    No. No. No. Then: Not yet, you terrors of the earth.


    As Ralph screams out these brave and meaningless words, the glowing transforms itself into something hard and round in his hand, the rough surface he has been pushing at gives way and he tumbles headlong into a passageway that’s hard and cold against his face. He breathes in dust and mustiness just as a heavy thump behind tells him that a doorway has swung shut.


    The howling of the dogs disappears from his thoughts and becomes something heard by the ear alone, but behind the wooden panelling and not with him. That’s the important thing. They are no longer tearing him to pieces. The gods or the stars have been merciful. Ralph catches his breath, blinks, and the crimson darkness drifts into what he would expect for where he finds himself.


    He’s in the passageway from the bedroom to the courtyard. It’s familiar. The danger from the dogs has passed, only the gods know how. He’s not entirely unharmed, however, as his mind lies in pieces and he is unsure how to bind thoughts together again. His body, too, has taken its share of punishment once more. His legs and arms ache where the mountain dogs have mauled them and he can feel the warm slither of blood on his skin.


    Something hard, insistent, still lies in his hand. When Ralph opens his fingers, the soft glint of one green emerald greets him.


    “How did you get there?” he asks it. “And how have you saved me?”


    No answer, or at least none that he can hear. As he struggles to his feet, leaning against the stone walls for balance, it strikes him that the mind-executioner has still not shown himself. Truly, in Ralph’s desperate attempt to find him, and during the damage his dogs have caused, Gelahn would have revealed himself to the Overlord by now. And if the executioner had indeed taken the Tregannon emeralds, then why would he allow one of them to help Ralph as it has? Yes, Gelahn wants him for the military training and prowess the soldiers can provide, but not enough to spare any punishment.


    The emeralds are not yet the mind executioner’s, then, and his enemy’s whereabouts are still unknown. No matter. Shaking off the misplaced hope rising in his breast, Ralph stumbles towards the hiding place where he told the boy to leave the jewels. He has to know if they are there or not.


    It takes a while for his hands to follow his bidding, but at last the book tumbles to the stone floor and he is scrabbling inside the alcove for the only treasures he has.


    The pouch is there and, in it, the remaining six emeralds nestle. A sob rises unbidden to Ralph’s throat and he wipes his free hand over his face. Shaming for a Tregannon to yield to tears, but he cannot help himself. After the dogs, he is not as he once was. Trying to control the shake in his body, Ralph rolls the emerald he thinks has saved him back to where it belongs before folding the bag secure and tucking it inside his belt.


    Best to find another sanctuary for it, then. But where?


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Six: The battle begins


    


    Annyeke


    “By all the stars above, what is it with these men?”


    Nobody answered her. The snow-raven and the mind-cane had followed Simon when he’d left and Annyeke had pushed the door shut to avoid the icy air taking over her domain. Besides, it was an impossible question and it had always been so. Men of any lands were not to be reasoned with.


    She marched round her kitchen, muttering under her breath, clearing away leftover herbs and the remains of the broth, and slamming down plates and beakers. This wasn’t proving to be a good day, and it didn’t seem set to get any better.


    Having been convinced Simon needed time on his own and to explore the legends more fully, Annyeke found that her thoughts now held more than a frisson of doubt. Was it the right thing to do? Should she have let him go at all? A great deal appeared to be resting on her mind alone and, not for the first time, she wondered if the elders had been right about entrusting her with this task, no matter what wrongdoings they had committed.


    Maybe she should have been more careful. The Lost One needed to face many more mind-exercises before he could be truly ready for the war to come. If only they had the time and the space to do this, but the fact remained they did not. It would make sense for Gelahn to fight them just as the winter season came upon them in force. Indeed, the chill in the air as Simon had left told her in no uncertain terms that the first of the snows would surely fall tonight.


    The battle would be fought in ice and frost when bodies and minds were least able to fight at all.


    Annyeke paused in the middle of her frantic and unnecessary tidying and leaned her forehead against the cool glass of the window. The leaves in the garden had ceased to grow, she noticed. Since the land was now split from the people’s thoughts, she had no idea whether this was because of winter, the coming war or something they had not yet heard of. Knowing the day she was having, no doubt it was the latter.


    She gave a hiccupping laugh, unsure what the foremost emotion in her mind should be, and sighed at her own ignorance. How could she be seen as the acting Elder of Gathandria when she barely knew herself? She shook her head. No, this was not the time to give in to her fears. In fact, it didn’t matter if she was afraid or not, she would do something to stop the darkness coming upon them, or fight her way through it if it had to come. She’d be damned by the gods if she simply turned over and gave up.


    The leaves in Gathandria would grow again, or she’d die in the attempt to nourish them.


    Shaking her head free of all unhelpful thoughts, she took three quick steps, almost at a run, towards the sleeping-area where the legends she’d taken from the Library were kept. While she waited for Simon to return, she would prepare herself for nurturing what he might have learned there so they could all use it, and she’d never found a better way of easing that journey than focusing on the stories they told, the lives from the past that they lived again. Besides, she needed to clarify her mind.


    Afterwards, she remembered the feeling of possibility that had followed her and the way the future had seemed more open than before.


    In the sleeping-area, she gasped and staggered backwards as a torrent of jagged air sprang towards her. It was shaped like a carving dagger. The kind the Glass-Makers used. Just before she leapt to one side and covered her face with her arms, she gained an impression of red and black. It carried with it despair such as she had never known. Lethargy, too. What was the purpose of it all? Before that thought had fully ransacked her mind, she had spun a net to protect herself from this unforeseen enemy. As she landed on the floor, she gave in to the darkness and silence, and lay like a child, whimpering.


    A moment or so later, her native sense told her she was alone once again. She opened her eyes. The room was its usual colour and everything was in its customary place—her bed linen, her jug and basin of water, and her clothes. Nothing appeared to have been disturbed.


    Had she imagined what had just taken place? No, she wasn’t a fool or a dreamer. The mind-knife had been there, glowing as if on fire. Even now, the despair it had made her feel clung to her like the vestiges of night. She could think of no one who could do this but the mind-executioner. But such an act was impossible, as he no longer possessed the mind-cane.


    There was something else, too—in the room. She’d been wrong to assume nothing had changed. Something had. Getting to her feet, she spun round, trying to understand what her mind was telling her.


    Then she saw it—the book of the Legend of the Lost One at the end of the shelf. Where once it had been pristine and glowing with colour, now it was blackened and burnt. How could that be so? The other manuscripts she owned were untouched. She reached out and picked it up. It crumbled in her hands and the smell of charred parchment assaulted her.


    Gagging and struggling for breath, she dropped the book to the floor. At the same time, her outside door opened and footsteps rushed in.


    “Annyeke? Are you here?”


    It was Talus and, with him, Johan. The one man in Gathandria she most longed to see, and also the one she did not. She had never been so grateful that, for whatever reason, they had not stayed long at their battle preparation.


    She glanced up to see Johan lifting the curtain at the far end of the kitchen. “What’s wrong, Annyeke? What happened?”


    As he spoke, leaning over her, she caught a picture of what had taken place at the park. A jumbled series of images—five of the best men and women from the five main districts of Gathandria, together with a handful of followers they trusted most, the theatricals, the glass-makers, the field-tillers, the stone-cutters and the tradesfolk. Johan had tried to inspire them, she could tell, using her words—a fact that made her smile. He’d set up a series of wooden tables turned sideways against the elms to serve as targets, securing them with rope. Annyeke could see in his memory the weapons he’d tried to gather, too—staffs, broken-off branches, table legs. Then, as best he could, Johan had placed the would-be weapons in the people’s hands, showing them how to hold them upright in order to bring them plunging down on an enemy. He had arranged them in a line facing the makeshift targets and had prepared to charge. It had not gone well. Best she didn’t enquire too deeply then; Gathandrian men could be sensitive to failure.


    Talus slipped out from behind Johan and burrowed his way into Annyeke’s arms. Johan made a move to pull the boy away, but Annyeke shook her head.


    “No, please, he’s fine,” she said.


    “What happened?” Johan said again, this time more quietly.


    “I don’t know,” she answered him. “I came into the sleeping-area and there was a wave of such despair and terror, as if a knife made of fire was leaping towards me. I saw it, I swear by all the stars. Then it was gone, and all I was left with was this.”


    Still hugging Talus to herself, Annyeke pointed at the book where it lay on her floor. Johan picked it up. Now some of the pages were moulded together, the parchment fused into one.


    “The fire you saw? It did this?” he asked her.


    She nodded. “I think so.”


    “It must be the executioner,” he said. “He used mind-knives to try to prevent our journey to the Lammas Lands. I didn’t think he could do that without the mind-cane.”


    “He shouldn’t be able to, I know it.” Annyeke gently lifted Talus to one side. “So the burning of the book of legends must be something to do with Simon. He’s gone to the Library by himself and…”


    “He’s done what?”


    Annyeke clenched her fists and glared up at him. Now was most definitely not the time for him to be angry with her, and she was pleased to see him step back.


    “Yes,” she all but spat at him. “Yes, I know what you’ll say. I shouldn’t have let him go on his own, it’s too dangerous. You would have gone with him. I didn’t, therefore what’s happened here has to be my fault. Well, that’s all very well, Johan, but we don’t have time for prudence, so I had to take a risk. My decision. My responsibility. But, don’t worry, because as soon as we find Simon, we can…”


    All the way through her words, Johan was trying to interrupt her, but she refused to let him. When she paused for breath, and he opened his mouth, a loud explosion shattered the calm of the night outside her home and rattled the walls around them.


    Johan flung himself on top of her, grabbing the boy as they tumbled to the floor. A spate of terrible noise passed through the air and kept on reverberating. Annyeke’s mind closed in, burying itself deep within her like a wood-fox protecting itself in winter. From somewhere outside her consciousness, she heard Talus scream. From instinct, her fingers pressed the side of Johan’s head. They’d never touched like this before, not in the middle of only the gods knew what kind of danger. Their joining had only been for the purposes of meditation training and with the proper safeguards. This felt different, more desperate and more liberating. More desirable.


    She knew at once that he felt it, too. But he didn’t know how to respond.


    It didn’t matter. At their next breath, Annyeke had reached the reasoning element of Johan’s thoughts, knitted them together, and was building a link they could use to fight against the unknown assailant—a link wide enough to include Talus, too. A moment later her young companion stopped screaming and Annyeke could sense only the sound of the explosion as it continued, over and over until the rhythm seeped into her skin, her blood, her heart. She focused on the colour of the mind-ribbon attaching the three of them, gold, green, ivory. She couldn’t remember any of these colours when she and Johan had meditated together in the past. Why was it different now?


    No time to ponder. The net widened to take on the room and finally the house. Annyeke breathed again, sensed Johan and Talus reaching a plateau. The three of them were no longer gripped by fear, but able to manage it through the ribbon and the net they had created together. Still that elusive something in Johan’s mind though but when, without thinking, she reached for it, she could no longer sense it at all. Gradually she realised the echoes of the explosion, which had been so overwhelming for such a long time, were diminishing; the air beyond the net no longer shook with forces beyond their understanding.


    Johan? she said.


    Yes? he answered at once.


    Whatever that was, it’s more bearable now. I think we can lower the net. We need to find out what’s happening.


    He nodded and the net around Annyeke lightened and she could see her room, the books, the pile of her clothes. Johan was still lying on top of her. Heart beating fast, she felt herself blush before he struggled to his feet, saw his face redden, too.


    I’m sorry, I…he began.


    Please. It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.


    Ignoring his outstretched hand, she got up, brushed down her skirt and turned to Talus.


    “Stay here,” she said, speaking aloud for the first time since the strange explosion had shattered the atmosphere. “Johan and I are going to find out what just attacked us. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”


    “But, Annyeke…” the boy began to protest.


    “No arguments, Talus.”


    “The boy might be useful,” Johan said. “Let him come. Please?”


    She hesitated for a moment before giving in.


    “All right,” she said. “As you wish.”


    “Yes.” Talus’ shout of triumph did little to support Johan’s opinion of his usefulness, but the decision was made and Annyeke knew it. She allowed herself a brief smile before swallowing it away.


    “We will go out together, but quietly,” Annyeke said, trying to ensure the calmness in her voice and thoughts filled the room. “And you do what I say. Understood?”


    They both nodded, though she’d meant the command only for Talus. Johan must have picked up on this as he pretended to be examining something on his hand while Talus beamed his thanks up at him.


    At the door, Johan reached to open it and step out first, but Annyeke laid her fingers on his arm.


    It was not his place to be in front here. She was the leader. He would not only have to acknowledge that, but act on the acknowledgement also. After the briefest of hesitations, he took a pace back, waved her before him.


    Annyeke took a deep breath, squared her shoulders and opened the door.


    It wasn’t what she’d been expecting at all. Outside, the air was dripping with crimson, and flames skittered past them, a mixture of reality and thought. She ducked down, pulling Talus with her and flinging a warning to Johan.


    He caught it at once, grabbing her hand to strengthen the mind-net still shielding them.


    “What is it? What’s happening?” Talus’ questions remained unanswered as she glanced from side to side, looking for danger and trying to see where it had come from.


    The next moment she knew, the knowledge drawing a long gasp from the depths of her mind.


    The Library. It’s the Library.


    Unable to move or even respond, Annyeke stared in the direction of the great Gathandrian Library, the place where Simon had gone, the place where she had allowed him to go. The partially destroyed building, already shattered in the Wars, was swallowed up by fire. Not simply one section of it, but a great wall of flame covered every stone and window. Surely nothing, and nobody, could survive in that. Simon, the snow-raven, even the mind-cane must be trapped there, if that was where they had gone. And, if so, perhaps the scribe was already dead?


    Around them in the street, people were running, hiding, screaming out if the deadly fire touched them. A man she didn’t know grabbed her arm and she saw that flames were licking at his hair. Before she could do anything, fire engulfed him and he fell writhing to the ground. With a scream, she reached out to try to help in some way, but Johan dragged her backwards, saying words she struggled to accept but already knew were true.


    “It’s too late. You can’t help him.”


    In her arms, Talus was sobbing. She should never have agreed to Johan’s request. Again too late; behind them flame caught at her door, blocking their escape.


    If they couldn’t go back, they would have to go forward. Her people needed her to do something.


    Come on.


    She picked Talus up and began to run, towards the library, not needing to look back to know that Johan would be following her. With each step, she sent out one word and one word only from her mind: Fight.


    She hoped the people would take courage from that. She hoped they would pay her some heed. They mustn’t let the mind-fire overcome them, nor the terrible fact of where it came from. If they did, all would be lost. Still imprisoned in her grip, Talus squirmed but she refused to let him go. She had sworn to herself to protect him; she would keep that promise until no breath remained in her.


    The streets were full of cries and heat. Twice, an arrow of flame came close enough to singe her hair and blister her arm, but she caught at the pain and swallowed it down before it could destroy her. Fight. Fight. Fight.


    At the corner of the street where the great Library stood, the heat drove her back. She could go no further. With a cry of despair, Annyeke crushed Talus into Johan’s arms and turned to continue her onward path, but the boy snatched at her hair and screamed.


    “No, Annyeke, please.”


    It’s too dangerous; you can’t go, Johan’s voice broke into her thoughts as if they’d been waiting for a chance to be heard. A pause, then: we need you, Annyeke. We—I need you here.


    When she looked at him, his face was as open and vulnerable as she’d ever seen it. All the sense of pride, of his own separate identity and the need to hold to it, even his innate jaggedness was gone. He simply held the boy as if she’d offered him a precious gift he had no right to accept and shouted so he could be heard above the roar of the flames, “Don’t go any nearer, Annyeke! You’ll die.”


    


    Duncan Gelahn


    In the Great Library of Gathandria, the snow-raven lets forth a cry the mind-executioner has never heard any snow-raven give before. The notes have no harmony and, when they take physical form in front of him, they are not perfect orbs, but have sharp edges, frayed in all the shades of blood, winter earth and night.


    Duncan laughs. His hand grasps the book of the story that must have brought him here. Who knows how? He is a wolf amongst mere birds who, like Simon, are feather-torn, unable to fly. He will ravage them and make the lands his own.


    The mind-cane lies between himself and the scribe. Duncan moves first. He is, as ever, more prepared for the hunt. He lunges towards the cane. A heartbeat later, the Lost One leaps forward and reaches for it, also.


    At the same time the notes from the raven’s discordant song turn in the dusty air and become claws and deadly beaks to wound and to kill. One of them dances across Duncan’s face and gashes blood from his flesh. He screams. The Lost One cries out also and twists sideways in mid-air, landing sprawled across the ground. The second note narrowly misses the scribe’s arm.


    Just as suddenly, the bird is in flight. The mind-executioner’s fingers touch the ebony cane. So near to having it. So near. But the raven plunges between Simon and himself, the adamantine strength of its wings beating away Duncan’s desperate grasp. As darkness sweeps over the executioner once more, the bird snatches up the cane in its beak and bears it upwards, upwards, through the open roof of the Library and into the freedom of air.


    His fruitless scream rises and fades away. At the same time, fire tracks from the cane the raven carries. Its crimson talon falls to the earth beneath and the Library is engulfed in a scarlet roar which somehow fails to kill them. Instead, they are, for the moment, held safe in a circle of blue while the fire rages round them.


    He had not expected to feel the King of the Air’s anger and the harshness of his wing. It is because of this and this alone that the mind-executioner stumbles. It is because of this that the mind-cane is lost to him once more.


    Too late to curse the gods in the fire. For, in spite of the heat and terror, the scribe, for all his foolishness, is upon him in an instant. The weight of the Lost One’s body knocks Duncan to the floor and he struggles for breath.


    Nausea at the man’s closeness prickles at the executioner’s tongue. He is not accustomed to such unlooked-for contact. For many year-cycles, he has lived only in his mind. The elders’ cage taught him that. With a twist of his body, he frees his arm and brings his hand up to the Lost One’s throat. He could kill him, even without the cane. But that would be in the body only; the coward’s mind would still be free. Not only that, but such a death would unite the Gathandrians against him and the land would never be his. He should have killed Simon before he came to the city. He knows that now. The Gathandrians have chosen to believe this man, a murderer and a traitor, might be their saviour, and everything has changed.


    Duncan moves his hand upwards, clamps his fingers on the scribe’s forehead and penetrates his mind as he did before.


    Although he should not be able to do such an act, the Lost One speaks.


    “Why do you hate me so?” Hartstongue asks, sweat lining his forehead and the vast uncharted sea of his thoughts almost drowning the executioner with its wild currents. “No matter what the Gathandrian legends say, what have I ever done that you should hate me?”


    Duncan stares at the scribe and realises that power from the other companion here in Gathandria who holds to him in secret is still open to him. He takes a decision he had not thought to take.


    It is precisely at this moment that the flames break through.


    


    Simon


    Snatched from the world of the story and back in the heart of the Library, Simon flung himself onto the mind-executioner as the fire around them roared out its bright hot anger. He still had no idea how Gelahn had spirited himself here, but he had to do something. The snow-raven had rescued the cane. He was on his own now. Such courage as his act seemed to indicate was borne of desperation alone.


    For a heartbeat or two, it almost seemed as if he might have some power after all. He knocked his enemy to the floor, taking care not to touch his head and building a wall in his mind that might slow Gelahn down, even if it would not stop him. The two of them scrabbled for purchase on the stone, then the executioner’s fingers reached for his throat, pressing so hard into his skin that he could scarcely breathe. The flame’s roar grew louder, as if it dwelt in his head alone. His skin poured out sweat. Then, in spite of Simon’s attempts to delay the inevitable, Gelahn’s hand was at his head and his foolish mind-wall was breached as if it had not been there at all.


    He opened his mouth to surrender, beg for mercy if any could be found. What he said was not what he had meant to say:


    “Why do you hate me so? No matter what the Gathandrian legends say, what have I ever done that you should hate me?”


    Gelahn stared at him and the onward penetration of Simon’s mind suddenly vanished. Before he could pull himself free, fire breached the strange undulating wall around them and consumed them both. The scribe screamed and, from instinct, clutched at the man at his side, feeling the heat crackling his hair.


    Then one word: Come.


    Wild sparks flew from the mind-executioner’s skin as the heat roared out its fury. All the parchment and binding roared back in answer, cream shading transmuted to crimson, a destruction of words. He could no longer sense the Spirit of the Library. The executioner’s fire tracked round them both and the sudden increase in heat made Simon cry out again. Flame filled his mouth and throat and he could not spit it out.


    He was still alive though. Only the gods and stars knew how.


    Come.


    That word again. It might have been the only one left in the Library’s obliteration. Even though the voice he heard was Gelahn’s, he clung to it, a word crisp with silver and something like hope offered where he had thought to find only death.


    A sensation of being lifted and then the heat lessened but only by a fraction. Not enough to dream by. He was aware, from a distance, that Gelahn’s mind-fire must be protecting them from the greater danger. And he was also aware that something in his own mind was responding to it, helping that strange salvation, perhaps allowing him to live.


    Then blackness rushed in and he could think no more.


    When he woke, he could not recognise where he might be, neither by feel, smell nor thought. He should be used to that by now, however. It was, no doubt, a measure of his incompetence that he was not. Still, at least he was alive.


    The scribe opened his eyes. He saw straw and mud above him, constrained into a tight pattern of circles forming a roof. Shadows flickered over bare stone walls, and a flicker of flame at the corner of his vision drew his gaze.


    No danger, though. No curse of fire branding his mind. This was simply a candle. Slowly his heart took up a steadier rhythm. Already he knew Gelahn was here, too—his dark presence filled the air.


    “Where is this?” he asked.


    The mind-executioner stepped in front of him, looked down and smiled.


    “This was my home,” he said.


    They must still be in Gathandria, then. Simon knew Gelahn was from the city.


    The executioner laughed and paced away. “Where else would we be? The city is what I want and you are the key to it, Hartstongue. Now you have drawn me here, why should I wish to be anywhere else?”


    Scrambling to his feet and brushing dust and straw from his clothes, Simon stared at his abductor. “I’ve not drawn you here, and I’m no use to you. Neither of us has the mind-cane now and, even if it were with us, I would not know how to use it.”


    Gelahn made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “All of that is a lie. Your own weakness and fear drew me. The mind-cane needed you and you failed it, so it called to me and I came. Besides, you have already used its strength against me when you stole it.”


    “I didn’t steal the cane,” Simon replied. “It came to me. Only the gods and stars know why. Though I am sorry it has also brought you back. The Gathandrians believe me to be the Lost One they speak of, but what good is that to me when I can do nothing about it?”


    “There is much you do not know and I am grateful for that.” The executioner took three paces across the small room to stand in front of Simon. The scribe flinched but did not back away. “What puzzles me are the parts of your mind you do not know how to access, a result, I imagine, of the lack of mind-training in your childhood. If you wished, I could help you be more truly yourself.”


    “What do you mean?”


    In answer, Gelahn raised his hand and placed his fingers on Simon’s forehead once more. The scribe braced himself for pain, but none transpired. Instead, a flood of pleasure took him, a sparkling river of green and blue and gold with, every now and again, a burst of soft flame within its silky depths.


    What…?


    Hush. If you let yourself be, then the river you carry with you will flow to the ocean you long for.


    Simon gasped. They were communicating purely by thought once again. He couldn’t reason why but somehow this time it seemed more dangerous than before. Neither could he reject the happiness pulsating through his flesh. A picture of Ralph flashed up in his mind and was as quickly gone.


    Ah, Gelahn said. The Lammas Lord. You still hold to him, then, in spite of all he has done?


    Knowing he should deny it, the scribe discovered that lies were impossible. Yes.


    Then you are more of a fool than even I took you for.


    Better a fool than a murderer of minds.


    The shaft of pain that cut through him vanquished any thoughts of rebellion. He sank to his knees, Gelahn following him so the two men were still face-to-face.


    Yes, I can bring you pain such as you have not known before but, see, I can bring you delight, also.


    In a moment, the pain disappeared as if it had never been and the river of joy flowed through him once more. Simon heard himself cry out, his voice a long keening of released desire.


    Do you want more of that, scribe?


    He and Gelahn both knew the answer was yes. But the scribe did not voice it, refused to allow it space to breathe amongst his thoughts. If he did, something told him he would be truly lost, beyond the rescuing of the whole of Gathandria, perhaps.


    A chuckle at his ear. You fight me? You have more courage than I suspected.


    The mind-executioner’s laughter cut into the river almost threatening to drown him. For a moment, his body and thoughts were clear. Just long enough to save himself from what he knew he wanted.


    “And perhaps more honour than you anticipate.” As he spoke aloud, all but shouting the words so he could hear himself above the storms of his flesh, he grabbed Gelahn’s hand and tore it from his skin. The river roared in protest and nausea overtook him, but he somehow kept himself free. The executioner cursed and lunged at him, but Simon ducked underneath his arm and rolled away. Gelahn did not follow. As the waters subsided and all their strange passions dampened down, the scribe could not help but regret the loss.


    By the time he recovered himself, Gelahn was sitting calmly at the table where the candle glinted as if nothing at all had taken place.


    Simon rose to his feet, walked towards his companion, hoping his gait was steady but knowing it was not, and stood opposite him. “Don’t ravish me like that again.”


    The mind-executioner raised his eyebrows. “Not even if you desire it?”


    “It is not I who desire it, but you who force your will upon me.”


    Gelahn laughed. “If that is what you think… But no matter. My interest in you does not manifest itself by way of the body, though the game is amusing, I must confess. However, your honour, such as it is, is safe enough as I have quite other wishes for you, if you will listen to them. But, first, will you drink? There is water. Wine, too, if that is your pleasure.”


    “I will never drink with you. Not willingly.”


    “A shame,” the executioner shrugged, “as what I have to say to you may take a while and will leave you much to think of.”


    “On the contrary, I don’t think you have anything to say to me that would carry any meaning at all.”


    A long pause before the mind-executioner spoke again. “Simon, look around this room. Tell me what you see.”


    The unexpected use of his name made the scribe blink. Without thinking, he gazed round the walls that trapped him with his enemy. He saw rough stone lined with shelves of bottles in a wide variety of shapes and sizes. All of them were empty. Near the table where the executioner was sitting lay a selection of manuscripts written in a language Simon couldn’t recognise. Rugs and matting, green and gold, covered the floor and provided the only splash of colour, while a simple bed-area filled the opposite corner.


    “You said this was your home?” the scribe asked, not looking at his abductor.


    “Yes,” Gelahn replied. “When I was a child.”


    Simon took a breath and sat down. Questions filled his thoughts and he was unsure which to voice first.


    “Yes,” the executioner said. “It is not dissimilar to your mother’s home, is it not?”


    “My father’s, also.” The scribe raised his head, stared at Gelahn, who dismissed his words with a wave of his hand.


    “Your father is not important. It is your mother’s Gathandrian blood that matters here. We are more alike than you imagine, Simon Hartstongue of the White Lands. Our childhoods were both poor, and neither of us fit comfortably with the environment into which we were born. My parents were wine-makers, as you can see by the bottles stored here. Their profession was important enough to take over even the bed-chamber of their only child. The manuscripts I loved to read and write, too, as you do, had no place in the measured existence of their lives, and neither did I. My lack of any interest in the delights of wine was a great burden to them. But, no matter, I quickly found my own path and walked it without them.”


    “Killing and torturing other people as you did so,” Simon interrupted, unable to hold back the protest on his tongue. “Perhaps your parents were right.”


    “Ah, Simon,” Gelahn leaned back in his chair and took a sip of ruby wine from his beaker. It stained his lips crimson. “Bearing in mind your own blood-soaked history, it surprises me to hear you say thus. After all, I am not the only one who has hurt people on the way, am I?”


    In the emptiness where the scribe’s response should have been, he heard only the accusation of his own soul.


    “What do you want?” he whispered when the silence grew strong enough to break him.


    Gelahn sighed, as if he’d been waiting for a gate to open and allow him access to a forbidden field. “I wish to tell you my own Gathandrian legend and why it drives me to do what I have done. The only question is: will you listen?”

  


  
    

    The Third Gathandrian Legend: Prudence and Sloth


    


    Duncan Gelahn


    With every heartbeat, the mind-executioner grows more aware of the shapes and patterns of his childhood home. Memories carve their way into his skin. The empty wine bottles each have their place on the shelves around his old bed, but they sing to him of abandonment. He never had that knowledge of belonging. The only part of himself that exists here lies in the collection of manuscripts, a riot of words that kept his parents at bay and do so still. He longs to touch their glistening pages, but there is no time.


    For the scribe is stronger than the mind-executioner has believed but, even so, he has his weaknesses. Duncan is glad that, after the disaster of losing the mind-cane, he has at least had the presence of mind to bring his captive here. The house he grew up in is almost the mirror of the scribe’s own childhood home. This fact, the sudden kinship between them, could yet prove Hartstongue’s undoing provided that the executioner does not allow it to be his, also.


    The way to victory, however, will be through persuasion, not violence. That much is obvious. Something he has learned from his link with the half Gathandrian, perhaps.


    Simon draws his hands up, folds them under his chin. “Do I have a choice about whether or not I listen to you?”


    Duncan smiles, shakes his head. “You mistake me. There is always a choice. I will not force you to hear the Third Legend, but I believe you were only recently longing to understand what all the major Legends tell us. Why else would you be in the Library?”


    “You know too much.”


    “Then let me share it with you.”


    “How can I be sure that the Legend you tell me is the real one?”


    “How can you be sure it is not? And how can you be sure that the others you have heard from the Gathandrians are real?”


    A spark of purple fire and the scribe leaps to his feet, the chair falling back behind him with a clatter.


    “Oh no,” he all but snarls. “Whatever you do to me, do not try to sully the truths I already have. If you do then I will surely leave.”


    Behind the fire lies the image of a meadow of summer corn, soft, pliable, ready for harvest. Duncan sees it but knows Simon does not. He is hooked—this threat of leaving shows the executioner more than any actions could that his quarry is willing to stay.


    “Forgive me,” he holds up his hands, a false gesture of yielding. “I have been on my own too long and forget how to tender my discourse to the understandings of those I meet. I meant no offence this time.”


    The purple fire fades, but does not entirely vanish. Duncan will have to be careful. After a pause, the scribe sets the chair upright and sits down. The mind-executioner waits. It is a skill he knows well.


    At last, Simon nods.


    “Speak then,” he says. “I will listen but make my own judgements.”


    The poor fool, Duncan thinks, but suppresses the words so they cannot be found. Then he begins, not using phrases that can be heard but only the links of the mind. That way, Simon will be the more securely netted.


    *****


    The first time the Spirit of Gathandria connected to me, I was only eight winter-cycles old. The flash of surprise in the scribe’s untutored mind lurches through them both, but Duncan discounts it. What he is saying is true, or as true as his story, his role in the Legends, becomes. And I think he came to me simply because I needed him. My parents were out harvesting the wine-grapes, and I had walked alone to the nearest woods. I remember how cold it was, but I didn’t let it stop me. I loved the Gathandrian woods. I still miss them. But no matter. What I tell you is this: whilst my father and mother barely remembered me many field-lengths away, I sat alone under the grey cypress tree, its leaves shading me from the worst of the chill. There I waited. There was something about that day which told me my life would be different at the end of it. Why a boy so young would think that, I do not know. Perhaps it was the way the air folded itself green and blue through the leaves or the way the night-rooks sang their melody well into the morning. Or perhaps it was the way the sky seemed to wrap itself around me like the cypress leaves, as if I were the only Gathandrian alive that crisp autumnal day.


    I had not walked out entirely alone, however. No one who loves words and manuscripts as we do, Simon, is ever entirely alone. I took with me the Third Legend of Gathandria, the Tale of Prudence and Sloth. Not that I needed to carry the pages with me; it has always been my favourite of the Legends and even then I knew it by heart. Does that surprise you? Did you think I would lean towards one of the more dramatic or even violent Legends? Yes, I see that you did. Believe me, your opinion is coloured by the Gathandrians you have lived amongst. If you wish to judge me rightly, then you must cleanse your mind and, as you have declared, form your own view.


    Under the tree, I opened the book, letting the words my eye read fuse with the memory of my mind. The tale starts with a woman and a man. But desire does not muddy the river in their case. They are not lovers; they are sister and brother. The mysteries of their beginnings, how they came to be there, are not permitted to be understood. They are locked in the mysteries of the origins of the land itself, part of what only the Spirit of Gathandria knows. This man and woman are neither rich nor poor, noble nor decadent, such is the terrible combination of the attributes they are named by. For prudence and sloth together does not make for richness of life. But in the reading and living of this most special of Legends, you can see how your own life falls short and how to change it to be the best it can be. It is for that reason that it is the most inspirational, and the most used, of all our stories.


    In the beginning, the man and the woman are naked. This is not a shame to them. Clothes are not necessary and, besides, they have grown up being used to their bodies. Also, at that time, Gathandria had no winters, and the summer-cycle sun was always kind. I will not name them, as their names do not translate from the ancient Gathandrian tongue and they will mean nothing to you; I will simply call the woman Prudence and the man Sloth. The two of them work the fields during the day, growing just enough of the fruit and crops they need to eat, no more and no less. They harvest lowberries, both green and white, willow-nuts, klineberries, hedgerow apples, evening wheat, winterpeas, parbeans and corn. They do not grow enough to store, but the land is generous and offers plenty for them to survive on a few hour-cycles’ work only with each new sun. The rhythm of the day-cycles is a gentle one and they have no other mouths to feed. The world is filled with themselves alone. It is indeed perfection.


    Perfection, however, as you and I know, can never last.


    On the morning in which everything changes, Prudence rises first, as she always does. As she has come to expect, the air is warm and the sun soothes her skin, lulls her into the harmony of her mind. She begins to gather the tools she and her brother will need to work in the cool of the day. Meanwhile, Sloth wakes. He stretches, yawns and rubs his eyes to clear them of the dreams of night, because Sloth always dreams, although Prudence does not.


    When he finally gazes round the small bed-area he sleeps in, he sees not only the dark stone walls, the tapestries his sister has made to soften the room’s harshness and the beaker of water beside him. He sees, also, what he has never seen before and what, by all understanding, should not be there.


    A lone grey wolf lurks in the corner. Its eyes glitter gold. There is already a hint of crimson and sharpness in the air.


    Sloth has never seen a wolf before, but the word reverberates in his thoughts as if the animal has itself spoken the name out loud. He pulls himself up in the bed as far away as possible, using the blankets as a barrier to ward off a danger he cannot yet comprehend. The wolf lopes across the room, nestles his muzzle on Sloth’s arm. At once, Sloth’s muscles freeze and he is unable to move at all.


    “What do you want most?” the wolf says in his mind. As it speaks, the colour of its eyes changes from gold to green and back to gold again and its jaw opens, revealing a row of glistening teeth.


    The question, Duncan knows, sets up reverberations for the scribe, the ache, the shame of memory. That is all to the good; the stronger the knowledge of past failures in his opponent’s thoughts, the better his chances of success. He returns to the Legend.


    Before Sloth can answer the wolf, the animal captures his arm with its teeth. Not deep enough to draw blood, but strong enough for him to be held there on the bed until the wolf’s strange purpose is fulfilled.


    The question is asked again, this time with more urgency. Sloth answers in the only way he knows.


    “I want to be happy,” he says.


    The wolf lets go of his arm and laughs. The sound is surprisingly Gathandrian. “Happiness is not a want that can be achieved by itself; it is merely the by-product of other states of being.”


    A pause follows, during which Sloth understands he is expected to speak, but can think of nothing to say.


    The wolf takes several paces back, as if to allow Sloth time to recover his lost equilibrium. For him, however, it would take the absence of his questioner to obtain that end. When the animal speaks again, his words are whispered through the mind-link, alluring, almost seductive.


    “Do you not wish to know what those other states of being might be?”


    Sloth thinks for a while, remembering what his beloved sister, Prudence, has taught him, answers with her in mind.


    “The Spirit who created our land and us,” he says, “provides all our needs and we do not question its graciousness. We are happy simply to live under the shadow of its wings and be filled by its blessings. That is enough for us.”


    “And does this make you truly happy?”


    “Of course.” Still, in spite of his words, Sloth finds that the wolf’s questions are eating at the certainties he has carried for so long in his heart. He finds a shadow at the centre of his mind he has not known before. It troubles him.


    The wolf snarls a response. “You lie, although you do not know it. The life that the Gathandrian Spirit bids you lead is one of imprisonment and hardship, not of the body, but of the mind. You are forced to carry out the whims of a being you never see and whose purposes you do not know. You must harvest the land for your food or you do not eat. You have no help to store up supplies for the future and no time to do the things that please you or to discover what they might be. Neither can you travel, learn to connect with people of other lands that you have never seen. How can you be truly yourself or truly happy if you exist under this kind of captivity? There are worlds out there, worlds of the mind and of the soul, that you do not know. There is happiness elsewhere which is waiting to be discovered.”


    When the wolf finishes, Sloth’s heart is beating fast. He finds there is something about these strange words and thoughts that grips his mind, spins it through circles coloured like the animal’s eyes, gold and green, the shades of longing. But who he is now cannot be so easily altered.


    “But-but we have our ease here, my sister and I,” he replies. “Our lives are familiar and safe. Why should we wish to change them or have the other experiences you talk of? What good can come of it?”


    The wolf gazes at him quizzically, its head to one side and saliva dripping from its jaws. “And does your acceptance of such a life please the Spirit of Gathandria, do you think?”


    Sloth does not know. The question of the Spirit’s response to how they spend their days on the Gathandrian earth has never entered his thoughts. Neither Prudence nor he have ever sensed disapproval on the part of the being who made them. In fact, they have never sensed its presence at all.


    “Exactly,” the wolf whispers, its tones slipping through Sloth’s mind like a young snake through morning grass. “Have you never thought that the reason for the Spirit’s absence from your lives is because you have failed the test it has set you?”


    Sloth shakes his head, grips the blanket more firmly around his body. “What test do you speak of? I do not understand you.”


    The wolf settles down, lies on the stone floor with its great head resting on its front paws. The eyes are still fixed on Sloth, as if they will never leave him.


    “All life made by the Gathandrian Spirit is tested to see if that life is worthy of true happiness,” he says. “As I speak to you, you and your sister are in danger of failing the test by the poor shadow of life that you have settled for, and then you will be no more. The Spirit will create other lives to take the place of your own and you will be lost forever. But do not fear as the Spirit is still gracious; it has sent me as a warning for you, and you will do well to heed me and follow what I tell you, because the paths to true happiness and the life you should be leading are there to follow easily if you wish to. But there is so little time; you must do what I say and do it quickly.”


    At such words, the darkness of them licking at the colours in his mind, Sloth stumbles to his feet and the blanket falls to the floor. Instead of the customary heat on his skin, he feels nothing but a long and aching chill. He falls to his knees in front of what must surely be his and his sister’s saviour.


    “I beg you, tell me,” he begs. “What must I do to please the Spirit?”


    If a wolf can smile, then that is the expression covering the animal’s face. Sloth feels the heat of a wild tongue on his flesh. The strange warmth soothes him.


    “Your request is wise,” the wolf says and now his voice is honey poured over river rocks. “And its solution is simple. You must take with your hands and your mind what the Spirit of Gathandria keeps from you. Then the Spirit will know that you are truly worthy of the life you are destined to live.”


    “Will it not be angry?” Sloth asks. “I must wait for my sister. She has wisdom in her steps. It follows her always.”


    “No!” The answer is sharp, the bitter scoring of sharp teeth across fragile skin. “No, you must decide now what you will do. Time is not on your side and you cannot wait for your sister to return. Besides, the decision is yours and yours alone. What will you do, Spirit-gotten Gathandrian? Will you choose life or deny it?”


    A deep silence fills the small room. Its dark echoes scour every corner clean. Sloth swallows, does not know what to think or how to reply. Then, the honeyed gold of the wolf’s thoughts rolls over his own and he is lost, although he does not know it.


    He stands a little taller and the shadow of his frame casts the wolf into a greater night.


    “Yes,” he says, and then again more firmly. “Yes. I choose life. It is the Spirit’s desire and we must obey it.”


    “You have chosen well,” says the wolf. “Come then. I will show you what you must do.”


    Before Sloth can think about preparing himself for whatever might come next, the animal rears up on its hind legs and presses its grey front paws down on his shoulders. With his next breath, the two of them are falling through air that shrieks in ribbons of yellow around his head. He does not know why they have not landed or where they might be. His mind is full of sharp edges and dark roads. He is pierced with blood.


    When he comes to himself, he is lying on grass at the edge of the unknown woods. It is not unfamiliar, but Prudence and he do not travel this far from their home often. They have no need to do so. The morning sun sparkles through the cypress trees and, from instinct, he turns away from the tree that is forbidden to them.


    Next to him, the wolf chuckles. “Why do you turn from the cypress tree of the mind?”


    Sloth wipes his hand over his face, feels the chill on his skin once more in spite of the warmth.


    “It is not permitted,” he mutters. “We can neither look upon its branches nor eat of its leaves. Prudence and I have always known this. We keep away from the mind-cypress. In fact, we rarely come here at all.”


    “Who does not allow you to look on this life-giving tree?”


    “The Spirit, the being who made us.”


    As if Sloth has spoken words that burn the animal’s paws, the wolf dances round him until they are eye to eye again.


    “Why would the Spirit request such a thing of you? Eating the leaves of this mystical tree will fulfil what the Spirit requires of you. It will give you wisdom such as you have never known. More than that, it will prevent the death that hangs like a dark stormcloud over you and your beloved. Come now, I will show you.”


    The wolf leaves Sloth and lopes over towards the tree that is forbidden. Sloth tastes the bile in his throat, thinks to warn the creature that what he is doing is madness but does not have the strength to speak. Still, he cannot stop staring at the animal. He does not know what will happen next nor what punishments the Spirit will bring upon the wolf’s boldness.


    While Sloth watches, the wolf pads to the gnarled tree and gazes into its long branches, as if greeting an old friend. Then the animal stretches upwards, resting its paws on the bark and takes a sprig of the needle-shaped leaves into its mouth. Sloth gasps, expects to see the wolf struck down or at least injured.


    Nothing like that happens.


    Instead the wolf chews and swallows the leaves, pads back to Sloth and sits down in front of him. The animal smiles. “Learn from this. When I eat from the mind-cypress, there is neither the death nor punishment you so wrongly fear. No. The wisdom that resides in the tree expands my thoughts and makes me stronger, as the Gathandrian Spirit desires, and as it wants you to learn to do, also. See how I am changed for the good.”


    Indeed, the green and golden fire of the wolf’s eyes has already softened to a sandy glow and Sloth sees a shimmering light resting around its head. There is something here that he has never experienced before and that he wants. In spite of his satisfaction with the way things have always been, he wonders for the first time whether there can, in fact, be more, with the Spirit’s approval. And the wolf surely has that as it still lives.


    One thing holds him back. “What about my sister?”


    “Do not fret,” soothes the wolf. “When you eat of the leaves, the wisdom you gain from the Spirit will allow you to take some to her, also. Believe me and it will be so.”


    The animal opens its jaws wider and breathes on Sloth. The air is perfumed with lemons and spices. The scent of it enters his mind and a path of golden happiness opens up before him.


    “Yes,” he says. “I will eat and grow wise.”


    Sloth rises. The sun glistens the cypress leaves and the tree is calling him. He walks towards the mind-tree, leaving the wolf behind, and he can hear music that pulsates to the beat of his heart. It is coming from the tree. Notes drift out from the leaves—yellow, blue, gold—and touch his skin. It is the most beautiful thing he has ever seen. He is standing at the tree now. Unable to help himself, he finds he is laughing. Fingers reach up to pluck long, green leaves and the juice of them melts over his palm. He can smell their bright, grassy scent. Without pausing to think, or even wanting to, he puts the first of the leaves on his tongue. It tastes like the best broth Prudence had ever made, the earliest gleanings of the corn harvest and the first bite of the honeycomb from the bees behind the house. All these memories spring to his mind, but the taste is more than the sum of them, more than he can describe.


    He finds himself lying on his back staring up at the sun. All the trees are singing. Laughter continues to bubble up in his throat as he chews and swallows the mind-medicine. He will know all things after this, he thinks. He will be able to please the Gathandrian Spirit, and fulfilment of life and happiness will more truly be his.


    As he swallows the last bite, he hears the wolf behind him, laughing. But the animal’s laughter is neither open nor free. It is full of mystery, holding at its centre the knowledge of all the world. When he opens his eyes, Sloth understands that the whole sky and earth are rich with wisdom and it can be his for the taking. The decision as to how he should live his life is his, and his alone. The Spirit of Gathandria is not the master of either his mind or his destiny.


    He sits up. Seeing the wolf is near, he hugs the animal whilst filling his mouth with the remaining leaves. There are so many things he wants to do—run through the cypress woods, plunge into the stream that flows through the path between the house and the meadow, cry out his exultation to the sun. But there is one act more important than all of these, and he must do it now before his heart leaps out of his flesh.


    “I must tell these things to my sister,” he pants, words tumbling over themselves in their haste to be out of his mouth. “Prudence must taste the wisdom of the leaves. I cannot keep these joys from her.”


    The wolf laughs again, and the sound of it is like the promise of rain on a dry summer-cycle day. “Come then, we will go to her and she, too, will know what you now understand. The two of you will be like the gods and stars, and the Spirit of Gathandria will not be able to stand against you.”


    Before Sloth can object, the wolf rears up on its hind legs once more and the two of them are flung into another breathless journey through the air. When he is next able to recognise his surroundings, Sloth knows he is back in his bed-area, the wolf at his side.


    Prudence is calling at his curtain. “My brother, wake up. It is time for us to greet the day.”


    Heart beating fast and his throat filled with all the words he longs to tell her, he leaps over the wolf and flings aside the heavy red velvet she made for his privacy. Hugging her slight form to him, he feels more than ever that he has indeed come home.


    Prudence smiles. He can sense the movement even though he cannot see her face. Her confusion is also evident. He does not usually greet her appearance at his bedside in the morning with such enthusiasm. This thought makes him smile, too.


    He holds her a little away from himself. “I have great and marvellous news.”


    “And what might that be, brother of mine? Oh!...”


    The exclamation is the result of her first sighting of the wolf as the animal lopes into her vision. She steps back, pulling Sloth with her. “What is that creature? Has it hurt you?”


    “No, no, not at all. Calm your fears, my beloved sister. The wolf has been good to me. See, I will show you.”


    Gently, Sloth releases himself from Prudence’s protective grip and hunkers down, stretching his arms towards the animal. The wolf pads across and nuzzles his hand, licking the fingers where they are still holding the remains of the leaves. However, the animal does not touch them.


    Sloth smiles. “See, there is no need to be frightened.”


    Prudence still frowns, but asks, “What has this creature done that you should be so trusting?”


    Sloth tells her the tale, what he has seen and what he has done. His sister listens with all her familiar intensity. She likes to weigh words as if they were bread before she speaks her thoughts. It is a gift he has come to rely on.


    When he is finished, he steps back from her and waits. The wolf sits up, ears pricked and head to one side. Sloth wonders if it will speak again but it does not. Perhaps it understands that further conversation will not sway Prudence’s decision.


    “What proof do you have that the Gathandrian Spirit wished you to eat the leaves of the forbidden tree?” she asks him. “If the Spirit wanted us to know we were not living the life it desired for us, why not simply show us that?”


    Sloth doesn’t know what to say to this, but it does not matter as, at last, his strange companion speaks.


    “It is a test,” says the wolf, “and because of your caution and need for comfort and familiarity, you have not faced it. Because of this, I have come to you to give you the life you should be leading. Eat, Prudence, eat of the leaves your brother brings you and be thankful. For then you will know all things and your wisdom will be complete. Indeed, you and your brother will converse with the Gathandrian Spirit as equals and you will be like all the gods and stars themselves. But if you do not do what I say, you will die. Go into the fields and see the storm of death is already approaching.”


    Prudence’s face pales as if lit by too much sun. Then, in the next heartbeat, the sky outside turns dark and the sound of thunder fills the house.


    The wolf leaps to the window.


    “Already, it is too late,” it cries. “Come, eat and live.”


    Sloth finds that the wolf’s muzzle nudges his hand and he is stretching out his fingers towards his sister. The leaves glow green and gold even in the darkness or, perhaps, that is the animal’s eyes as he cannot tell where his own body ends and the all-encompassing dark begins.


    Above the noise of thunder, Prudence screams. Tearing himself away from the wolf, he stumbles to her side. Her skin feels cold and she is trembling. A few leaves are still in his hand. As the storm and darkness and terror wrap their strange anger round the house, he doesn’t know what to do.


    There is only one thing worth the doing. A clarity he has not known before seizes his heart. He reaches his free hand towards Prudence’s hair, where he imagines her hair will be, and he’s right. Some instinct is guiding him in the dark. There’s something strange and powerful inside his mind that he thinks the cypress leaves have put there. It makes him feel alive.


    In his head, Sloth hears the wolf’s voice. The sound is triumphant. At the same time, he is raising his hand with its gift of leaves to his sister’s mouth.


    “Eat,” he whispers in her ear, knowing she can hear him in her thoughts and all the storms in the land cannot stop this happening. “Eat and live.”


    A flash of white in the dark and her fingers take the leaves from him. He thinks she is crying, but he cannot tell why. Too many other thoughts and impressions fill his mind for him to be sure—the freedom of the sky, the way his hand felt on the trunk of the cypress tree, and the green taste of leaves on his tongue.


    Just as the storm reaches its height, Prudence eats the gift he has brought her from the wood.


    Everything falls silent. The darkness clears as if it has never been real and the day is itself again, although he is sure the air has a richer colour to it. His sister stands before him, her fingers pressed against her mouth.


    “It tastes bitter,” she says. “Like a herb you should not eat.”


    Sloth shakes his head. “It tasted sweet when I ate it. But no matter, what you have done has saved us both. Look, the storm is gone and the morning is clear once more. We are ourselves as the Spirit wished us to be.”


    Next to him, and before his sister can reply, the wolf howls. The sound of it pierces his mind, dividing thought from imagination, bone from flesh. It is a grey noise, driving out the hope he has been dwelling in. Within it lie sparks of flame that scald his skin. Prudence screams again and tumbles to the floor. Hands over his ears, Sloth falls across her, the instinct to protect pushing her as far away from the wolf’s wild calling as he can.


    It can never be far enough.


    For the wolf is upon them, tearing at their bodies, drawing blood. Now its teeth glow white and its eyes are red. Sloth cries out, hears his sister’s sobs, knows the wolf’s meaning in his mind—you have turned away from the Spirit who would protect you and now you are lost.


    “Please. Please, have mercy,” he begs, but his words are unheeded.


    This is the true death, he thinks. I have been deceived, and my sister and I will die.


    He hugs her to him in what must be their last moments together and reaches for her thoughts. He finds the same torment spilling through his own, branding him a fool and a murderer.


    But as his mind begins to collapse, he senses something else in his sister, too, something he does not have, which is protecting him when he thought he was trying to protect her. He senses innate strength and the willingness to fight.


    She whispers, “I did not eat all the leaves, brother. Some remain.”


    She is speaking to him, and the wolf does not hear. Perhaps it is too intent on its destruction of their bodies and pays no attention to the link between the siblings or, perhaps, it is this clear sanctuary in Prudence’s voice that keeps their mind-whispers unheard by anyone but themselves. He does not know.


    “What can we do?” he breathes. “I am sorry, I…”


    “Hush, no matter. You tried to help me, brother. Now let me help you. I have long thought that the day of temptation would come. Now that it is here, we must use the weapons left to us, whether they are those we have or those we have been given.”


    With that, she takes the cypress leaves remaining in the hand as yet untorn by the wolf, gazes at Sloth with such a look of love and acceptance that it splits him open and then plunges her fingers and the leaves into the animal’s mouth.


    Sloth cries out as sharp teeth cut through his sister’s flesh. He tries to pull her free, but she shakes him off as if he is mere water. The wolf continues to tear at her hand, saliva dripping from its mouth. There is a smell of blood and flesh, acrid and dark. Then the animal howls. Once only. Within its mouth, the cypress leaves are pulsating, becoming tiny green daggers ripping into the wolf’s tongue and cheek. Its eyes glow crimson. It breaks off its attack, staggers away.


    Paying the animal no attention, Sloth turns to his sister. Blood flows from her body and he knows the brunt of the injuries is hers. He can barely feel the pain of his own wounds.


    She is dying.


    He does not know what that means, but he understands her mind is weakening and he cannot save it. She is dying. Without her, he does not know what to do, how to be himself. Without her, he is nothing.


    He feels the cool touch of her hand on his face. Her eyes are open, but she does not see. Her faint words fill his mind.


    “The wolf…?”


    He glances sideways. “It is dead.”


    It is true. The animal’s jaw and head have been torn from its body and he sees only a scattering of green across grey fur. Somehow, the leaves have killed the wolf. He does not know how.


    None of that matters. Before he can look again at Prudence, he understands she is no more. Where her mind has been—where it has always coexisted with his—there is only darkness. For a heartbeat, for the small slot of time it takes for her to wake him each morning, he is still. Then he gathers her to him and begins to cry.


    It is impossible to tell how long he weeps but when he becomes aware of the day again, he sees the sun is high in the sky and the shadows around him are short. He is alone, but not entirely so.


    In the corner of his bed-area, Sloth can see a glitter of moving lights hovering about the wolf’s body. Each one is a different shape, shifting and dancing in the air. He gasps, thinks about running, but knows it is useless.


    “Why did you listen to the wolf?”


    The voice Sloth hears at the very centre of his thoughts is unlike his own, his sister’s or the wolf’s. It is unlike the whisper of the trees or the cry of the birds. It does not bring to his memory the song of the wind or the night silence. It is both none of these things and all of them.


    He has never heard this voice before, but he knows instinctively who it is. This is the Spirit of Gathandria, someone known and not known, a voice he has longed for, and dreaded, since birth.


    He opens his mouth, does not know what to say so says nothing. The question is repeated. He closes his eyes, cuts out the lights.


    “You know all things,” he whispers. “So why do you ask me this?”


    Through his own self-imposed darkness, Sloth can still see the glitter. Or is that in his mind? He cannot tell.


    “I ask only that you may know yourself.”


    An answer, but no answer at all. And the question he must respond to still remains. He draws himself together, tries to find the truth within himself. Surely the cypress-leaves, no matter what damage they have done that can never be undone, will give him the power to fill the silence?


    “You must do that yourself. The leaves of the cypress give you knowledge but they cannot change you. Come then, let us see how you answer.”


    Without further warning, Sloth feels the sparkle of light as it enters his thoughts. Its warmth flows through his skin and pierces to the very centre of his existence. It is a bright knife dividing the things he knows from the things he wishes for. It uncovers parts of himself never before acknowledged.


    He opens his eyes, seeing a long strand joining the lights in the corner to his own body. This time the answer is easy.


    “I listened to the wolf,” he says, “because your voice has been unheard to us for so long. How we have longed to please you, and you have not been there.”


    An explosion of light and pain overcomes him, and Sloth cries out, hands clasping at his head, trying to rid himself of the invasion. He plunges to the floor and night has already taken him when he reaches it. When he wakes, he is for the first time truly alone.


    He is also not how he remembers himself to have been.


    The innocence of all the days before the arrival of the wolf has vanished. The animal, too, has gone and only his dead sister remains. What is left to him is the knowledge gifted to him by the cypress-tree but none of the wisdom of the Spirit. The sparkle of light left to him tells him that.


    For a while, he cries again. Then he gets up, buries his sister and sets out to travel the land. Some say his journey has never been completed and out there he is travelling still. Only those blessed by the gods and stars have ever seen him and they do not tell the tale.


    *****


    When he finishes the Third Gathandrian Tale, Duncan is silent, as is the scribe. His companion’s face in the gloom is rapt and his eyes are shining. Now, with only a simple gesture, the mind-executioner could reach into the other man’s thoughts and take whatever he wants from him. He could plunder Simon’s very self. For a single breath, he is intending to do this, grasp what he needs and then the battle will be won. Gathandria will be his.


    But not for long, and not in the way he wants it to be his. If he overcomes the scribe’s mind by force, the battle will be easily ended, but the war will continue. Many year-cycles of waiting and planning in the elders’ cruel prison have taught Duncan patience. He will use it now.


    So Duncan channels his energy, all the remaining power the lost mind-cane gave him, deep inside himself and waits. He does not have to wait long.


    “Did the Spirit come to you, also?” Simon asks. “You said your reading of the tale was your first encounter with it.”


    The mind-executioner nods. He sees there are many questions flowing through his companion’s thoughts, but this is the issue most engraved on his mind.


    “Yes,” he replies. “As I read and brought to life the sparkle of light that Sloth saw at the death of his sister, that same light appeared to me under the cypress-tree that had become my refuge. It entered my mind, filled every part of my body and thoughts, and consumed me. A part of that same Spirit has dwelt with me ever since, no matter what has happened, no matter what I have done, or what has been done to me.”


    Saying such things here surprises Duncan, he has not intended to speak so openly. But the words he is saying are true, and he is as unguarded as he has ever been. The scribe must see this as at the next heartbeat the man lays his hand for a moment on the mind-executioner’s arm. Warmth floods through Duncan’s skin, and something more, too—a hint of a strength as yet untested, even, perhaps, unknown.


    He breaks the contact and stands up. He reminds himself to be careful.


    “It is no matter,” he continues. “The Spirit does what it desires, and I am merely its vessel. You see, Scribe, the Spirit is more important than all our dreams and wishes, across all the year-cycles that have ever been or will be. Its purpose is the salvation of Gathandria and that alone. And that purpose is, therefore, mine as well.”


    In the half light, Simon’s eyes are as dark as the mountain. “With all the death that clings to you, how can that be true? What if the Spirit you thought you saw was, in fact, the wolf? Perhaps Sloth’s mistake is yours.”


    Duncan laughs. “You think the wolf and the Spirit are not one? My friend, the wolf, for all his faults, is part of the Spirit’s purposes, however mysterious they might be. The Spirit gives and the Spirit takes away. It is more powerful than any of the gods or stars that guide you. It is greater even than good or evil.”


    “I don’t believe you.” Simon springs to his feet and the mind-executioner wonders if he will attack, but he is not so foolish to try. “There is a difference between good and evil. I have lived on both sides of that divide, so I know it.”


    The scribe makes as if to go on, but Duncan does not let him. The advantage is his, and he will not waste it.


    “Of course, there is a difference,” he interrupts. “You mistake me. But what I say to you is this—the Spirit is greater than either of them, and greater than our very hearts. All will be as the Spirit wishes, when the time is right. And, Simon of the White Lands, the time is very close to us. Almost at our shoulders, if you will. It no longer matters whether what we do is right or wrong, only that we do it and the Spirit uses it for its own glory. That is the way of Gathandria.”


    He pauses, knowing he holds the full attention of the scribe. He is so close, so close. Then he completes his thought.


    “Which leaves me with two questions.”


    Even though Hartstongue would deny the very existence of them, the links the two Gathandrians share are the strongest they have ever been. The mind-executioner can feel the colours of them on his skin—blue, green, gold, echoing the shades of the room they are both sitting in. Now is the time to show his true meaning.


    He leans forward, grasps Simon’s hand and feels the shock of the deliberate gesture explode into the other man’s mind.


    “And those questions are…?” asks the scribe.


    “We are so alike and only together can we do what the Spirit desires,” Duncan whispers, edging his words with the same blue river which always rolls through the scribe’s thoughts. “So then, will you join your destiny to mine? Will you help me save Gathandria?”

  


  
    

    Fifth Lammas Lands Chronicle


    TEMPERANCE AND GREED


    


    Ralph


    When morning comes, he has lain all night in the secret room, the pouch containing the seven emeralds clutched in his hand. The mountain dogs are still in the bed-area, but they have not tried to reach him. Eventually, the howling eased and his heart began to beat with an easier rhythm.


    The mind-executioner is still missing. Ralph cannot sense him. It is impossible to know when he will return and astonishing to realise Gelahn has not done so yet. Ralph must make the most use of the time, he knows it. Already, he has squandered the remainder of the night and he cannot afford to lose more of this strange and fragile advantage.


    Even if Gelahn sends him to the death that is no death when he returns, Ralph must do something. If he does, then, perhaps, when the Overlord is no longer here, the people he is pledged to protect may not be entirely enslaved.


    Where there is breath, tomorrow remains ours. A saying of his mother’s, something to encourage him in a way that his father’s traditions have never fully done, a spur to his feet.


    Pulling himself upright, Ralph finds his legs are even weaker than he anticipated. Damn Gelahn’s dogs. His mind, too, lies shattered within, but at least it is no longer under attack. He has no time to wait for recovery. He must act now.


    In the yard, he blinks in the sun and accustoms his eyes to the glare. He sees nobody. At this time of the morning, the enclosed land around his home should be full of people setting up to trade, greeting each other, the clash and shouts of the soldiers, the laughter of children. It has been the background to Ralph’s life for so long that the lack of it once more pierces his mind. It will be here again one day, he swears. Now, however, he is glad of the emptiness, the thought of anyone seeing him in the condition he is in makes his skin grow cold.


    Still, someone will have to see it because he knows where he is heading. It is the only idea he has, although, that doesn’t mean he has to like it. He stands for too long outside the entrance, fighting against the instincts his father instilled into him almost from birth—honour, integrity, pride and, last and most important of all, the family name. In spite of everything that has happened, Ralph continues to hear his father’s voice. He is sick of it.


    He pushes aside the curtain and walks into the kitchen-area, the place he visited only the night before. At least he means to walk, but his wounds have weakened him more than he realises and, in fact, he stumbles, almost falling.


    At his appearance, the sound of talking and labour ceases. Ralph finds himself staring into the eyes of Jemelda. Next to her stands her quiet husband. The man’s eyes flick from one of them to the other, as if waiting for a fight to start. Ralph is in no state for fighting, but he cannot say the same of his cook.


    She raises both eyebrows, opens her mouth to speak. Ralph is too quick for her.


    “Neither of us wishes me to be here,” he says. “But my need—our need—is urgent and I find myself obliged to ask for your help.”


    He’d intended to sound dignified, but his words came out as a mere whisper, unadorned by pride.


    Jemelda purses her lips as Ralph sways. The sink surface is not such a solid foundation as he’d hoped for. The slight shake of his body must be obvious to all, no matter how much he tries to control it. The smell of stale wine and yeast overwhelms him and he struggles to stay alert.


    Finally, the cook nods.


    “That is as close to an apology as I imagine we’ll get from any of the Lammas Overlords, past or present,” she says. “Sit down, Ralph Tregannon, before you fall. My kitchen will not be made unclean by such as you.”


    Ralph had not realised his words had been an apology of any sort, but he lets it go. Though what she says is harsh, the tone in which she says it is not. Her husband rushes to bring him a stool, and he slides down onto it, grateful for the man’s attentions.


    “Thank you,” Ralph says to him. “Forgive me, but I have never known your name. Might I ask it of you now?”


    This, he thinks, is a simple request, and one made from courtesy. But Jemelda’s response sweeps all thoughts of courtesy far away.


    She takes two strides up to him, grabs a wooden tool Ralph does not recognise from the draining area and brandishes it in his face. He blinks but does not flinch. She is a servant, after all. If Ralph showed fear, his father, if he were still alive, would have beaten him. And all the time Jemelda is shouting. Her voice plunges through his skin and ransacks his thoughts with its stridency and its truth.


    “That is exactly the kind of grievance we hold against you,” she yells. “You know nothing about the Lammas people, not even the names of those who have given their lives to you and your family. You and your father have made us the beggars we are today. He oppressed us and you, with your desire for glory and hatred of peace, have crushed us with your empty dreams of grandeur. Did you not think the mind-executioner would use us, use you, and turn against us in the end? And why did you bring in Simon the Devil to kill us at the first? You have taken your father’s work and planted it deep and neither our land nor our hearts will ever be free of it. How I wish the Tregannon family had never been chosen as our Overlords. It was a bad day for us all when that choice was made.”


    In the silence after her outpouring, Ralph finds his breath no longer comes easily to his throat. Some of the anger in Jemelda’s eyes fades, though most remains. As she steps away, he coughs, wipes his hand over his face and finds an unexpected truth on his tongue.


    “I’m sorry,” he says and means it. “I have been wrong about many things. I don’t know if I can ever put it right, but I want to try.”


    Jemelda swallows, then lays the wooden utensil down. Another long pause during which even the old man, her husband, is still.


    Then she nods. “Yes, I see you do. It is good to find not all of your mother’s blood has been crushed from within you.”


    Ralph blinks. She speaks as if she knew his mother, but that is impossible. At the same time, the old man shuffles his feet on the flooring. Jemelda and Ralph turn to him as if they are one. He is holding a beaker of water towards the Overlord. Slowly, Ralph takes it. While he sips, the cook’s husband stares at his feet.


    “My name is Frankel,” he says.


    The water tastes like honey in Ralph’s mouth. It seems a long time since his thirst of any kind has come as near as this to being quenched.


    “Thank you,” he says, as formal as if he is at a private dinner with one of his neighbouring Overlords. “May the peace of all the gods and stars be with you, Frankel.”


    Jemelda harrumphs, but she is smiling. Ralph can see how her passions rise and fall like the making of bread, but he thinks there is rightness in her, more so than there is in himself.


    “So then, Overlord,” she says. “What more has happened that you come to us in this way?”


    Ralph tells her as succinctly as he can. While he talks, she tends to his wounds, bathing them in water and laying an ointment he does not recognise on the worst of them. Its scent is sharp, overpowering and it stings like the worst of the wolf-nettles, but her touch is unexpectedly gentle. The two servants already know of the mind-executioner’s arrival and have heard the howling of the dogs in Ralph’s home. But they do not know that Gelahn has vanished and the dogs are without a master. Neither do they know of the emeralds, the strange powers they are said to have. When he’s finished speaking, Jemelda stretches out her hand.


    “Show them to me,” she says.


    Ralph takes the pouch from his belt but does not let the emeralds go just yet. He simply stares at her. After a few moments, she sighs and shakes her head, muttering something about the Tregannons he chooses not to hear.


    “Very well, then. If you please, sir, show them to me.”


    Against her gnarled brown skin, the emeralds glow more brightly. She glances up at Ralph, eyes wide.


    “They feel warm,” she says.


    “Sometimes, yes. I don’t know why.”


    “You think they have mystical powers? That they can help us against the mind-executioner?”


    “That is what family legends say. All my father told me was that strength would come from them to the pure-hearted when the time was right. That was all his father had told him, and all the fathers before them. If we survive this and if there is a future, perhaps I will one day tell my own son, too.”


    Jemelda laughs. “Did not the murderous scribe spoil you for that, my good Lord?”


    At the mention of Simon, Ralph springs to his feet and paces away as best as he can until he reaches the other side of the kitchen. He has to duck to keep clear of the low ceiling. Once there, he finds he must steady himself on the work-area again. It is sticky with spices.


    “That doesn’t matter. All that is finished and we must face the challenges set before us now. Whatever may have taken place with Hartstongue, he has nothing to do with what is happening here.”


    “Doesn’t he?” the cook spits the words out as if they are knives. “I thought he had everything to do with what is happening here, and with you, whether you admit it or not. And…”


    “Jemelda.” Frankel’s quiet interruption and the tone of admonishment in his voice stops the rising argument threatening to erupt around them. Ralph is glad of it. He has no wish to discuss Simon with his servants, nor anyone else for that matter.


    The cook subsides, but Ralph can sense the crimson edge of all her unsaid words. They peck at his mind like wild birds and he cannot shake them away. One thing he is sure of, he could answer none of her questions about the scribe as he himself cannot fathom it.


    Without another word, Jemelda drops the emeralds, one by one, into their pouch. With each small clatter, a spark of green rises and melts into the air, leaving no trace.


    “There are none pure-hearted in these lands,” she whispers, “so what good can they do us?”


    “I don’t know, but we will never know unless we hide them from Gelahn.”


    Frankel gasps and even Jemelda takes a step back. The name of the mind-executioner is not usually spoken aloud so easily, but Ralph finds he no longer cares what punishments may be inflicted on him for the crime. Jemelda is the first to recover.


    “You think he will come back?” she asks.


    “Yes, for the soldiers. My army has trained well over the last year-cycle and Gelahn’s assault on Gathandria will be based on physical attack rather than another mind-war. After all, Simon now has the mind-cane.”


    The memory of how Simon had used the cane on the shores of Gathandria, the last sight Ralph had of him, sweeps over him and, for a moment, he is unable to speak. Frankel looks as if he might step forward, perhaps even offer help, but Jemelda takes hold of her husband’s arm. May the gods and stars help him, but Ralph cannot give in to this now. He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, tries to pull what little dignity he has around him. No one can rely on a love-sick leader, especially one as shamed and without hope as he is.


    So he continues. “The scribe has the mind-cane, and Gelahn needs our expertise. Even though much of the army is dispersed now, or dead, I still have enough men he can call on.”


    “Where will they go, however? Who will they fight?” This is from Frankel. It is the longest speech Ralph has heard him say and the Overlord turns fully to him to reply, in acknowledgement of that fact.


    “He wishes to go to Gathandria. There he will fight the Council of Elders and the scribe. They have no expertise in hand-to-hand battles. Gelahn’s plan is sound. It is… I believe it is what I would do in his circumstances. I would attack while the enemy is weakest, before they have prepared a defence.”


    “How will they get there?” Jemelda asks with a snort. “If our enemy no longer has the power he is used to, the journey will be long and many will die. Besides, no one in these lands has travelled to Gathandria and returned, not for many generation-cycles.”


    “I have,” Ralph replies, and gives them time to remember that fact.


    Jemelda looks down at the floor. He knows what she is thinking. And look what good that did us. But when she speaks, she merely returns to the dilemma.


    “Do you think you can hide your precious emeralds here, then? Do you wish to bring all the wrath of the cursed mountain dogs upon us, my noble Lord?”


    “No.” Ralph takes the small number of steps necessary to reach her—reach them both. Sweeping aside all his ingrained habits, he grips her shoulders. “You are right. I do not mean to bring any further injury upon any in my lands. I will not do so. The problem I see, is mine and mine alone.”


    With that Ralph lets her go. He catches the glimmer of her untrammelled surprise in his mind. Turns to depart.


    It’s only when his fingers are on the curtain, ready to push it aside and enter the morning, that Frankel speaks.


    “Please,” he says. “My wife and I both know the problem rests with us all. But where can such jewels be hidden where no enemy will find them?”


    “I don’t know,” Ralph admits. “But I hoped you might somehow have more secure hiding places than the castle. There is no telling how long the emeralds can maintain the power to hide themselves from Gelahn. If their magic dissipates, then I would rather they do not lie so easily within his grasp.”


    Jemelda hesitates and her reluctance to speak drifts between them like a dark cloud. Beneath it Ralph glimpses all the ways those beneath the Tregannons have kept their secrets over the generation-cycles.


    He swallows. There is more hidden in those they brush against than can ever be told in all their stories. “We don’t have much time, Jemelda. Don’t you think the matters of tradition we cling to might be set aside for a while?”


    A long silence. He can hear the faint chirrup of the birds outside, and the smell of yeast that he noticed when he first entered the kitchen-area becomes more pungent.


    Frankel coughs, but it is his wife who replies. “Perhaps. There is a hiding-place, my Lord, that you have sometimes passed by but do not know. At the well in the village, where you first encountered the scribe, there is a gap in the stone at the bottom, near the dead baker’s house. In the past, the villagers used to leave their messages to each other in a place where the soldiers would neither find them nor betray us. We do so no longer. We once had a life lived under the surface of Lammas, a life you and your kind have known nothing about until now. There was something in the power of the water that kept prying eyes away. The emeralds may be safer there than anywhere else. So. I have told you.”


    The cook is crying as she draws to a close. Frankel hugs her to him and murmurs soothing words. She takes her apron and wipes her eyes with it. Ralph does not know what to say and brushes his own hand upward over his face, trying to make sense of the way things have been amongst the people he is supposed to protect. Secrets and shadows. Has it always been like this?


    “Thank you,” he whispers at last. “Please believe me when I say that, if it lies in my power, I will not break your trust. By all the gods and stars we know.”


    Jemelda takes a long breath and looks at Ralph at last. She blinks and he can see the remaining glitter in her eyes, the tears as yet unfallen.


    She lifts her head higher. “So all men say. But the truth will come after.”


    She may have been going to say more, tease out further promises from him that Ralph does not know how to give beyond what he has already spoken on oath, but there is a sound like the roaring of a mighty wind outside and, a heartbeat later, the boy Apolyon bursts in. In spite of his leg, he is running and there is blood on his face.


    The cook gasps, reaches forward to take him in her arms, but the lad is already talking, each word spilling over its companions in order to be free. But what he says brings no freedom.


    “The dogs, the cruel d-dogs,” he stammers. “They are out of the castle, they are in the yard.”


    It is then that the wind becomes a howling. It is then that the terror starts.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Seven: The fires of chaos


    


    Annyeke


    Don’t go any nearer, Annyeke. It’s too dangerous.


    As Johan continued to hold Talus in his arms, Annyeke stared at the scene in front of her. His words filled her head, but she pushed them aside. She had to. Great flames consumed the Library, reaching up into the sky like mighty fingers tearing at the very fabric of the world. She could hear the Library’s keening in her thoughts, a sound like a dying animal. Without the books they held so dear, Gathandria would be only a fragile memory of what it should be. Without their stories, they would be all but lost to silence.


    Simon. She’d allowed Simon to come here, into this pit of fire. How could he survive such horror? She had to find him. She couldn’t leave him there.


    As Johan’s fingers grabbed at her arm, Annyeke leapt into the burning torrent. He screamed out words she couldn’t hear and a blast of flame drove him and Talus from her. She could no longer see them. Before the spikes of fear rising in her thoughts for her friends could overwhelm her, she landed with a thump on the searing heat of the Library floor. She gasped, scrabbling to get up before the fire could melt her flesh and her mind.


    Then one word. Wait.


    She didn’t recognise the voice, but it was full of all the voices she’d known from the past. Not real voices, but voices of legend and the stories her people told to make them grow—beneath it all, the voice of the Library.


    Because of that, and that alone, Annyeke held her ground.


    The fire licked over the shelves and manuscripts surged towards her but didn’t quite reach where she stood. She couldn’t catch her breath, grasping at the corners of her thoughts before her terror left her defenceless.


    What shall I do? The question spilled from her mind unbidden and the flame around her burst upwards with a roar. She covered her ears, knowing the gesture was hopeless, and felt the burning heat of her own skin. I’ll die here.


    No. You will live. Find the Lost One.


    The Library’s great voice was weaker now and she could barely hear it at all, even in her mind.


    Where is he? That is why I am here.


    I do not know, the Library replied. He has gone.


    Where? Annyeke was back on her knees. The small sanctuary around her strained at the edges, flame pummelling its invisible barrier. It couldn’t last long.


    With the Nameless One.


    For two heartbeats, she didn’t understand what the Library meant. Then she glanced up, shielding her eyes from the overwhelming heat, and saw that the nearest segment of fire had reached the most ancient of the manuscripts stored here, the ones that spoke of the ancient enemy, he who had no name.


    It must be the mind-executioner. He had been in the Library, he had taken Simon. How had he got there without any of them knowing? Had something drawn him here and, if so, what, or who? As she screamed, her small area of protection exploded and the fire swept in. At the same time, something silver and solid black pierced her mind. She had no idea what it might signify as, with a terrible sound somewhere between a roar and a groan, the great Library of Gathandria finally collapsed. Stones flew outwards, sparking with fire, and the shelves tumbled down around her. Annyeke understood then that she was going to die. Still, she did not.


    Someone cried out her name. Annyeke.


    It was Johan’s voice.


    She glanced up, fire pricking her eyelids, to see a circle of white spinning a pattern round two tall shapes. It landed next to her and she heard her name cried out again.


    The fires of this living hell were dancing round her skirts as the man she loved reached down towards her. Sobbing, Annyeke grasped his arm. The second figure coalesced into the shape of the First Elder and she clutched at him, unable to understand how he could be here at all. His grey eyes were darkened and bloodshot and his hair hung lank and thin around his lined face.


    To her mind, the Elder spoke. The raven and the cane brought me.


    No time for further explanation. No time for asking where Simon might be, or how Gelahn had managed to infiltrate them so. The First Elder grabbed her waist as the flame poured itself over them, and his head disappeared in the fire’s wild roaring. The mind-cane swooped a wild path upward and the next moment the three of them were outside, in front of the Library. The air was like a cool river on the unbearable heat of Annyeke’s skin. She felt the same agonies flooding through Johan, but all she could sense from the First Elder was a great and unfathomable darkness.


    The mind-cane, the raven, and the courage of these two men had been her salvation. Here she lay, breathless and aching, in front of the ruined building. As she struggled to get to her feet, her thoughts racing between the absence of Simon and how to put out the flames, there came a terrible thunder and she curled up once more on the ground, hands over her head to try to protect herself. In her head, the terror of the people, more deep-set and more bloodied than she had ever experienced before.


    Was this the full meaning of what the elders did, she wondered? Was every step they made, every action, every small thought framed with this overwhelming responsibility for Gathandria? This unbearable inability to save them all. Then she had some small sympathy for what the First Elder had done, or at least a glimmer of understanding for it.


    When the thunder had abated, she was the first to look up. Around her, the people she knew, Johan, the First Elder, Talus—thank the gods he was alive—and those she did not, were lying like rain-beaten corn, flat against the earth.


    The Library was gone.


    In its place lay pages and pages of manuscripts and books. They fluttered in the slight breeze from the sea, like the hands of children pleading for help she could not give. Some were blackened with fire and the smoke that still rose from the ruin of the heart of Gathandria. Some were ripped into a hundred pieces, more perhaps, their ink scrawled in impossible patterns across the parchment.


    Heart thudding a rhythm into her throat, Annyeke staggered onto her feet, swaying a little in the air’s bleakness. Something stirred in her fingers and she looked down to see a scrap of parchment wrapped around her hand. She unfurled it, blinking to bring the few words laced across it into a deeper focus.


    It was a tiny fragment of the Fourth Gathandrian Legend, the tale of Temperance and Greed. When you search for peace, you find only fire.


    By all the gods, that was true, she thought and closed her hand over the unlooked-for prophecy, for the truth was she had failed. Despite all her assumptions, Simon was not here and the Library was no more. How could they find the courage to fight against the mind-executioner after this?


    She felt a touch at the edge of her mind like a small sharp needle prodding her for a response, and glanced around to see where it came from. It tasted of fear and unknowing.


    A moment later, she knew who it was and almost fell again to the scorched earth.


    The First Elder. He knelt close to her, his hands touching his face as if trying to remove a mask.


    His eyes were no longer there.


    Before she could stop it, give herself time to build up any veneer of strength, all the First Elder’s pain and darkness rushed in upon her, and she sensed his agonies as if each one were her own. There was no light within him, not a physical light and not even a mind one. Not a simple darkness either. No, it pressed into him and burned his aged skin so he could scarcely breathe. His arms pushed out in front of him, as if seeking a light hidden in shadow, but there was nothing beyond the pain. His eyes were burning, burning. When he touched them, the pain drove its knife deeper, searing a trail of crimson and black like old blood, into his thoughts.


    He groaned aloud and then, thank the gods and stars, the link between them shattered. The noise of his groaning was somewhere between a child and a dying animal. Along with this, words of denial, over and over again, formed a barrier around him in a meaningless attempt to keep the truth at bay.


    The strange fire had blinded him, Annyeke knew it. Not only his eyes, but there were parts of his thoughts he could no longer find, the things in his life he still held dear, no matter what he had done—friendship, vocation, and love.


    When he fell to the earth, panting hard, she caught him and lifted him up. He was as slight as the air itself, almost as if his enforced period of meditation and prayer had taken away his flesh as the fire had taken away his eyes. She called for water, sensing the presence of Johan behind her. Then a flurry of wings and something soft drifted through her hair. Behind it a whole world of power and peace—the snow-raven. It had brought the First Elder here from his hilltop sanctuary when they needed him most, and how she was glad of it. But, most important of all in the rediscovery of the cane and the bird, where were Simon and Gelahn?


    No space to answer these questions, even if she knew how, as the First Elder began to speak.


    “My eyes,” he whispered. “All is darkness. What is happening? I cannot tell anything, I cannot…”


    “Hush, hush there,” Annyeke did not know what else to say. Some things were too cruel for the telling.


    Johan knelt, placed a beaker at the First Elder’s lips—the gods alone know where he had found it—and the injured Gathandrian gulped down water. His body shook so much that Annyeke felt the echo of it in her own flesh. While he drank, Annyeke told him of the death of the Library, the missing scribe, and the torn and bleeding parchments lying on the earth around them. Her voice no longer sounded like her own. When he heard her words, the First Elder reached out, fingers scrabbling on the soil, trying to connect with the scattered legends so precious to them all.


    “Here,” Johan said. “Here is one of our tales.”


    His hands pressed a scrap of parchment into the First Elder’s palm and she smiled her gratitude at Johan. Something in the darkness inside the Elder lightened a little.


    There was something else. Important words the First Elder was trying to remember, the shadow of which she could sense from the physical contact between them—a fact he longed to tell her that had been revealed to him in the Library, or perhaps earlier than that, from his meditations. She did not know. The effort of it seared his thoughts, slid away from the thinness of his mind as if wary of causing harm. She opened her mouth to reassure him, tell him to rest. Whatever he knew could surely wait till later, for what more could come upon them now that had not already torn the hearts from them all? But the First Elder spoke before she could.


    “A-Annyeke,” he stammered and at once she leaned closer to his lips, trying to hear what he was determined to say.


    “Yes, First Elder.”


    “Please, I…” Words would not come but, there in his mind, she saw a glimpse of something long and dark. Then the image was gone and the Elder let forth a cry, half frustration, half despair.


    Annyeke blinked, and looked across the smouldering embers and scattered parchment.


    “The cane,” she panted. “Where is it?”


    At her words, Johan swung round, his eyes following hers. Then, a flash of silver and black. She cried out in triumph and he started to run towards it; at her back, a whooshing sound of wind and feather. The snow-raven launched itself into the air over her and, even as she shouted a warning, the bird tumbled Johan to the ground, leaving him scrabbling amongst the Library’s smoking ruins.


    The raven swooped over his shoulder, talons stretched outwards. With a movement as swift and elegant as a summer waterfall, the bird snatched up the cane that glowed a richer black against the feathered whiteness. A sudden humming washed over her senses as bird and cane rose sharply into the air.


    “No!” Johan cried out after them both, but neither raven nor mind-cane heeded his plea. Annyeke watched the bird swing sharply to the right and head out towards the sea. Even at this distance, the cane’s humming could still be heard, if only as an echo in her thoughts.


    Johan turned and began to trudge back to where she and the First Elder sat on the ground. He did not meet her gaze. The small groups of Gathandrians were as silent as the depths of night just before the dawn. She rose to meet him, her hand still touching the Elder’s shoulder, a point of contact for him to cling to.


    He looked at her. She could sense he was full of questions and didn’t know how to ask any of them. What could they do now? Where had the snow-raven gone, and why? And, like her, where was Simon, and was he safe or had he suffered a worse fate than the First Elder? Out of nowhere, Talus ran to them and hugged them both, burying his head against Johan’s waist. Johan’s expression crumpled, but he took a breath and she felt him grow steadier. Now was not the time for tears—now was the time for fighting.


    “Simon is surely still alive,” Annyeke said, wondering indeed where such confidence came from and where it might take them all. “If he was not, the raven would not have gone.”


    “You think the bird is seeking Simon, then?” Johan asked her, rubbing one hand upward over his face. The gesture left a smudge of dirt on his forehead that she longed to wipe away but knew she could not.


    “Yes. It must be. For whatever he is doing and whatever danger he is in with the mind-executioner, however Gelahn managed to breech us like this, Simon will have need of the cane, whether or not he can use it.”


    


    Simon


    As the mind-executioner gripped him, Simon felt the walls of Gelahn’s childhood room grow ever darker, looming like stormclouds in his thoughts, pressing him down. The smell of the wine bottles assaulted his senses so he wished he could breathe clear air again. More than anything, however, the scribe longed for the power of the mind-cane and the wisdom of the raven, but both of these gifts were denied him. He would have to make his own decision about the mind-executioner’s extraordinary offer. In the past, his own decisions had mostly not proved to be the right ones. No matter. He would have to do his best.


    So many shades of colour in his thoughts and not one of them giving him the overarching guide to action.


    Knowing that Gelahn could interpret his mind rather better than he could himself, Simon withdrew his hand from the executioner’s grasp. At once, the jumbled colours filling his head eased into a kind of order. Had Gelahn been causing his confusion? Was that why he could no longer tell what the best way forward might be? His heart beat faster and he wiped sweat from his forehead. What would happen if he could no longer even rely on himself?


    No, he could not afford to think like that. Madness ran on that path, and he had no wish to follow it.


    Gelahn smiled. “I am perhaps not as intrusive as you would imagine, Scribe. I can only influence those thoughts you hold that are already confused and compromised. I cannot create confusion where there is none.”


    “I don’t believe you,” the scribe answered. “You lie and lie again, and there is no truth in anything you do or say. There never has been.”


    To Simon’s surprise, the mind-executioner leaned back in his chair and laughed. Not with mockery but in an apparently genuine delight.


    “Do you not only describe yourself, Simon of the White Lands?” he said. “We are indeed two sides of the same pasture, when you ponder it.”


    “I do not wish to ponder it,” Simon replied, refusing to acknowledge the possible truth of his enemy’s words. “But one thing I know is I have not set out to destroy and rule a whole nation as you have. My crimes are not as great as yours.”


    “No matter. What is your answer? While you insist on considering it, the people of Gathandria put themselves in ever greater danger. There is no need for them to fight. Together, you and I can bring them what they wish, healing and peace.”


    The scribe groaned, leaned his head on his hands and felt the black hollow of his palm against his eyes. How he longed to escape into that deep shelter, to crawl away somewhere and hide from the demands lurking around him like the wolf of Gelahn’s story. He was a scribe, not a saviour of people or a great fighter. If he was the latter, he could tumble the mind-executioner to the floor and overcome him by physical force, as long as he didn’t let the Gathandrian touch his thoughts. An impossible plan, then. If he was a saviour, as Johan and Annyeke seemed to assume, then he could simply access Gelahn’s mind and be the victor there, too. He almost laughed at that concept. Another impossible plan. After all, how could he be stronger than his opponent if he couldn’t even begin to understand the mind-cane’s power for more than a few paltry moments or when he was overcome with anger? Not that the artefact was here, and not that he felt angry. His main thoughts were those of despair and exhaustion.


    He seemed to have been battling that particular sensation ever since he’d come to Gathandria. It was like a disease, something lurking in his blood that he could not shake off, no matter if he slept for a lifetime. He shook his head free of his hands and blinked until Gelahn’s face came into focus. He had to rouse himself, stay alert. Johan and Annyeke were his friends; he didn’t want to let them down more than he had to, even if it meant his death. Though what effect would his death have on them? Their minds were so convinced of his role as the Lost One of their myths that persuading them otherwise would be too hard a task, even if he had the energy for it.


    “I do not know my answer,” he replied at last. “The truth is, though I suppose you already know it, that I am simply too tired to gain any understanding of what it is you ask and why I must refuse it.”


    Gelahn folded his arms, pursed his lips for a heartbeat.


    “But I know all about your exhaustion, Simon,” he said. “I know the cause for it and the cure. I had not seen it before today, but I understand it now.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “As I say, I have not experienced this before,” Gelahn continued as if he were musing to himself. “But then again, I had not encountered you before, either. Not truly. You see, Simon, the mind-cane is both a blessing and a curse. For one who has been trained in its deepest mysteries, such as myself, handling its power is possible, though one must always take care as it is like bridling a wild beast. But for one such as yourself, who has never even thought about the mind-cane except in fear and dread, its power comes with a price. You have used the cane to fight me, Simon, and you have, for a while, proved stronger. But now the price is being exacted and will not let you go unless the last coin is paid.”


    “You’re lying. Again.”


    Gelahn shook his head. “On the contrary, I am not. See for yourself.”


    He grabbed the scribe’s hand and placed it on his forehead. From instinct, Simon flinched away, but the mind-executioner’s grip was too strong. A moment later, he was floating in a sea of thoughts not his own. This time, they were not melded. Instead, the scribe was held distant from the man whose mind he now occupied and allowed to watch the sensations and ideas as they passed him by. He had no idea how Gelahn performed this miracle. When he himself shared another’s mind, it took all his strength not to become immersed in it so he could not later leave and, of course, with Ralph, he had never fully perfected that talent, had he?


    Now, as the dark, swirling colours of Gelahn’s thoughts swooped and danced around him like wild birds on the wind, he paused to draw breath and then tried to concentrate. There was no telling how long the executioner would hold him here, nor what his purposes were. He did not wish to be at any more of a disadvantage than he was already.


    Look at what you see, Simon. Understand the truth it tells you.


    He could see flashes of black, leaping towards him and then vanishing away. Within the black lay glimpses of silver and he knew then what he saw—Gelahn’s knowledge of the cane.


    How can I know this is real? he asked. It is your mind and you can show me what you choose.


    Then take hold of it and see, came the reply. Here, it will not harm you. The cane is not physical, but in my memory alone. Take it and trust your own understanding.


    Simon stepped forward and found himself held in the power of Gelahn’s protection. The realisation made him blink. An instant later, another black and silver flash of thought. He reached out, grasped it and, for a moment more out of time, he felt all the power in the world, known and unknown, spark through his fingers. It made him fly with the birds over the mountain top, and burrow deep into the hot earth with the bones of those who had died. It was all the colours he had ever seen, red, blue, gold, green, purple, black and silver, and all the sounds he had ever heard, from the crying of a child to the last breath of a dying man. In that heartbeat, he understood the power of the cane, knew Gelahn’s grief at the losing of it, and the way he himself had been scarred for his thoughtless use of its mysteries. No matter that the cane had, for its own fathomless reasons, sought him out and chosen him—his use of it before he was ready had shown him as wanting. He was being punished for his foolhardiness, but for how long? And what exactly was the punishment?


    With a cry, he flung the black memories away. The thought-world around him swung violently and he fell, down and down until the air was forced from his lungs and he could no longer breathe.


    He came to himself, panting and gasping, back in Gelahn’s family home. The mind-executioner still held his fingers so he snatched them away. His own thoughts were already too torn and wild; he did not wish them to be at the mercy of an unfamiliar power.


    “On the contrary, Simon, I could help you calm yourself,” Gelahn said. “I could help you order those thoughts beating at your skin even now, if you allow me.”


    “Let me be.”


    “As you wish.”


    The mind-executioner waited until Simon sat down. The scribe found he was gasping, shattered by the experience he had just been granted, unable to weigh it and allow the sense of it to flow, but knowing the truth of what Gelahn had said, the truth of what he was now saying.


    “So you see it at last,” the executioner’s voice was low, almost gentle but insistent. “The mind-cane seeks you, but you are too weak to bond with it, too weak to become more fully yourself, which is the gift it offers you. But I know its energies and how they can be wielded for the greater good. Now you see it, Simon. Together, and with the help of the cane, the two of us can form a mind-union that will free the people of every country, Gathandria, Lammas, the White Lands, and all their neighbours, to be what the Spirit intended. So then, what do you say? Though, after what you have seen in me, you have no choice, do you?”


    As he continued to struggle for breath, Simon grimaced, pointing out what surely must be obvious. “Yes, I-I understand what you say. But n-neither of us possesses the cane any longer. So your…your plan is flawed from the outset.”


    “Now that’s where you are wrong, my friend,” Gelahn replied. “Because, in fact, the artefact that will see us as the victors in this game is even now approaching.”


    


    Duncan Gelahn


    Even as he speaks his words of impending triumph to Simon, the mind-executioner knows in his blood that the snow-raven is near and, with it, the source of all power. The balance of success is changing, and faster than he anticipated.


    “Come,” he says. “Look upwards.”


    As the scribe lifts his head, the ceiling above them both dissolves. The walls shimmer and vanish, taking with them the table, the shelves, the chairs. Only the two Gathandrians are left, standing now in a vast expanse of blue.


    “What happened to the house?” Simon asks. “Is this truly the sky?”


    “A measure of it, perhaps,” Gelahn replies, “and something your snow-raven brings.”


    The scribe starts and swings round, his gaze darting upwards into the air. A white wave of mixed joy and relief flows from him through Gelahn, making him smile. The innocent knows so little of what is truly expected of him; taking his unplumbed knowledge will be easier than anticipated. After this, the glory will be his. For the raven has not been able to deny the undercurrent of darkness to the Lost One’s call. In spite of all, the bird has come.


    “Look,” Simon cries out, stepping forward, his chest rising and falling with his every breath. “There!”


    The snow-raven is at first nothing more than a flash of white against a blue and white sky, a brighter colour than the clouds, with a dark stripe crossing the shape of the bird leading the way. The sight of this makes Gelahn smile again. In less time than it takes to begin a winter story, the snow-raven is circling above them. Music hums in the space between the men and the bird, the mystical song of the cane. Its colours are neutral. It is waiting.


    The scribe turns, watching the raven. He has raised his arms towards the arc of its flight but when it descends no lower, he brings them to his side again.


    “Why doesn’t it come nearer?” he whispers, and Gelahn hears him in his mind as clear as sunlight.


    He answers directly to the Lost One’s thoughts. Both cane and bird wait for your decision, Simon.


    At once, darkness fills the scribe’s mind. He turns back and gazes at Gelahn. On his face is such seriousness, such concentration that the mind-executioner has never seen on him before.


    They wait for me to answer yes or no to joining with you to save Gathandria in a different way? Simon asks.


    Gelahn nods.


    Simon shuts his eyes for a moment and sighs. So, if I say no?


    The snow-raven will return to Gathandria without us, taking the mind-cane with him.


    And if I say yes?


    Then bird and cane will be ours, to use in a manner that pleases us both.


    As he speaks the thought-words, Gelahn grants the Lost One access to his mind so Simon may understand the heart-beliefs he, the executioner, holds. He senses the scribe’s presence but chooses not to frighten him by reading his responses. Of course, he only allows him to see so far. The victory of agreement is so near and he is once more loath to lose it.


    Finally, after a length of time even the mind-executioner cannot fully measure, the Lost One withdraws. The two Gathandrians gaze at each other. Then, as the raven still circles above, Simon breaks the impasse.


    “Then I have no choice,” he says aloud. “I must join with you and come what may.”


    “Your decision is a wise one, my friend. Now we can take control of what is rightly ours and make it what it should be.”


    With that, the snow-raven plunges downwards, lands between himself and the scribe. The mind-cane drops from its beak and those great white wings fold into its body. Both Gelahn and the Lost One step forward, place one hand on the cane, feel its power, all the futures it could bring.


    Although he senses the scribe’s every mood, has an unalterable link to him now, he is almost surprised when Simon seizes his tunic with his free hand and searches his thoughts as if looking for something he fears.


    “What you say,” the scribe murmurs, his eyes glistening with unshed tears, “will surely bring death to many. It will start a fire that may never be put out. We meddle with things too strong for any of us.”


    “No,” Gelahn breathes, glancing down at the cane he holds. “This is the artefact that will end all wars. And tomorrow we will use it, for its time is now.”


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Eight: Of manuscripts and men


    


    Annyeke


    The death of the great Library and the destruction that lay as far as her eye could see darkened the vast expanse of naked sky and sent a chill into the air that made her shiver, and go on shivering. Her feet rested on solid earth, but Annyeke had never felt so little connected to its strength. Beyond that, she could feel the great wave of despair coming not only from the menfolk immediately around her, but from the crowds of people she could see in the vicinity of the ruined Library, and those she could not.


    They had never expected the physical battle for Gathandria would begin in this way. She, more than anyone, had assumed that the executioner would come to them from the Lammas Lands, bringing with him the armies of Ralph Tregannon. Their enemies’ strength and experience would be more than a match for their own uncertain use of the mind-cane. So why start with the Library, and how?


    She sighed. When she considered it, the answer to the first question was obvious, because it darkened their minds and sent hope plummeting to the soil. The only real issues were why play such games with them when Gelahn’s victory was all but certain, and how had he achieved it, anyway?


    There was more going on here than she could see, and the mystery made her skin grow colder and thoughts swirl like night-mists in her mind. What was the executioner really up to? This puzzle had lodged itself in her blood since the return of Johan to the city, bringing the scribe with him. It came with the cloak of responsibility that the First Elder had handed to her.


    Annyeke was sick of it.


    She was sick of trying to shadow-guess the mind-executioner, of the uncertainty of what might happen next, and of the ill-fitting role she couldn’t perform. It was time for something different.


    “I’ve had enough,” she said, not even realising she was going to say the thought out loud.


    Johan’s eyebrow rose and his grip on her young charge tightened. “So have we all, Annyeke. We are all near the end of ability to hope.”


    Even in the midst of the river-changes flowing through her blood, she could almost smile. She could still rely on Johan to say what was true rather than what was comforting then. Some things never altered.


    “No,” she replied. “I didn’t mean that. I meant that ever since I became Acting Elder, I have tried to do too much in the way it was done before, in the way we expected things to unfold. But the mind-executioner has not yet attacked us with his armies, Simon has not understood the mind-cane’s power, and now, in any case, he has gone, and the Library is no more. It is time to try a different path.”


    “How, Annyeke?” This from Talus, and in such a tone as opened up the possibilities rather than prevented them. Indeed, how she loved him for that.


    As she answered, the words came from a place within that she did not know existed.


    “The battle,” she said, “is not Gathandria’s, nor the elders’, nor indeed Gelahn’s. The battle is mine. This time we will fight it, not according to the mind-executioner’s wish, nor as tradition or even as the elders advise. We will fight it in the way my own wisdom guides me and we will fight it first.”


    “How?” Johan asked.


    She smiled.


    “We will call him to us,” she said.


    Something light and powerful passed through Johan’s mind that she could not comprehend, but it made her shivering cease. He blinked.


    “Isn’t that too dangerous?” he asked.


    Annyeke flung out her arm to indicate the scenes of devastation in which they stood. “And you think all this is not dangerous, Johan?”


    After a moment, he smiled. And still that something else slipped from her grasp. What was it?


    “Yes, you’re right,” he said. “We have suffered too much while we wait for the executioner to come to us.”


    Annyeke nodded. She gestured for several of the Gathandrians nearest to them and gave them orders to take the First Elder and Talus to a place of safety if one could be found. Talus objected, but she shushed him with a touch of her hand and he left, grumbling, hand in hand with a woman she thought she knew from the old theatre. Three Gathandrian men carried away the injured Elder. The women fussed around them, tiny sparks of mauve and gold flying from their skin, the colours of compassion. One of them was Iffenia, the Second Elder’s wife, but that was good. A woman to be trusted, Annyeke thought.


    As soon as the remaining wounded and children had been cared for as much as was possible, she turned to Johan. Gazing at him, she felt all the words she wanted so much to say dancing in her thoughts. She should ask him about the little battle training he and Talus might have managed to impart to the people in spite of the sense of failure she had already gleaned from him, but she could not. For a moment, she once more sensed something she couldn’t interpret, a gift she wasn’t expecting, but then, just as suddenly, it was withdrawn. Perhaps it had never been there at all. What in the gods’ and stars’ names was going on?


    She pulled her feelings back before she said anything foolish. Her heart was beating fast and her skin felt too hot. Now was not the time for emotion of any sort. Now was a time for clear, concerted action.


    She stepped away from Johan, the tendrils of his puzzlement clinging to her skin. She tracked her mind into the waiting air so her thought-words would be clear to everyone.


    It is the stories, she said. It is the stories that bring destruction and healing, that give life and take it away. It is the Great Library that has proved an entry point for our enemy. I do not yet know how this has happened, but rest assured I will discover the reasons for it. For now, we see the chaos his presence has brought amongst us here today. The Library is gone but the stories are not. We must grieve, but we must also hope. For our tales lie here around us, in the scattered scraps of parchment and manuscript the flames have not burnt away. They lie also in our memories and in our minds. Let us then use our stories to draw out the mind-executioner. Let us tell them to ourselves, to each other, and to our land and let Gelahn hear all our words, so he cannot deny the power of them. For why should we wait for a time that someone else will choose when we have the gift of making our own choice? Indeed, when we have finished with the tales that we know, let us start with those we hold within ourselves, the stories known only to our private minds. For it is in connection that we grow stronger, it is in our stories that we are most truly ourselves.


    There was more she wanted to say. But she knew the words would flow through the minds of the people of the city and there needed to be space and time enough for them to respond. So she waited.


    In the silence, she felt the touch of Johan’s hand on her shoulder and smiled her thanks at this small comfort. For Annyeke knew what she asked of the people was more than had ever been asked of them in all the generation-cycles of their history that had come before, more, indeed, than she had asked them to give her in her first words to them as Acting Elder. She was asking them to bring trouble to the land when for all their lives they had been lovers of peace, and when they were not ready for it. But when would they ever be prepared for what was to come? The truth of it pierced her as the sun pierces the morning mist at the time of the wine harvest. Perhaps all they could do was choose the timing. And, by the gods and stars and her own ingenuity, such as it was, she would do her utmost to ensure that was enough, or die trying.


    Even as these thoughts entered her blood, she could sense the gathering of the people’s response, more quickly than she had anticipated. At first, it was a slight trickle and then each answer gathered up another and another and another, singing their small streams into a mighty flood, greater and more powerful, and with such a depth of colour, green and yellow and blue, than she could ever have imagined.


    Annyeke opened her arms wide to receive the offering of the people, although the physical form of it was as light and insubstantial as a prayer. In her mind, however, its weight was vast.


    One thing then she knew—the act would have to be performed with temperance and with a steady heart, for the answer, in the end, was yes.

  


  
    

    Sixth Lammas Lands Chronicle


    Ralph


    The howling of the dogs comes ever nearer. The kitchen-area is filled with dread. He can sense the dark shifting colours of it emanating from the cook, her husband and the boy—black, purple, brown.


    Ralph pushes the boy towards Jemelda and at the same time reaches for the pouch of emeralds she still holds.


    “Look after Apolyon,” he snaps out the words like small knives, and drops one of the precious jewels back into her palm. “This emerald will help protect you.”


    “My lord, where are you going? You can’t…”


    He pays her no heed. Already he’s pulling the curtain aside and half stumbling into the courtyard, ignoring the pain in his leg and still clutching the emeralds, hoping they might save him as he tries to draw the executioner’s dogs away, not knowing if they will. The icy air bites his skin and, pointlessly, he understands that today the snows will start for certain. The battle will be all the more bitter because of it.


    The dark howling of the dogs assaults all Ralph’s senses—not just his ears, but his mind also. He does not know if he can contain the noise. It brings with it madness and a strange self-destructive path he does not want to choose. And without warning, just when he thinks he can bear it no more, the wild barking rises to another level and he sees the first of them appear around the corner of the castle.


    The lead hound’s black shape ripples as it runs towards him, as if its very form is bleeding into the air or arriving from another element. Its teeth are bared and its red eyes are a fiery contrast to the dark. Ralph knows it has scented him. He does the only thing he can think of. He runs—away from the kitchen-area and towards the village. He sees the well in his mind and he flees to it.


    Impossible to get there. Whether sound of limb or not, he cannot outrun the hunger of Gelahn’s dogs. But at least they are chasing him, the whole pack of them. If they continue to do that, they will not harm those left in the castle, those supposedly under Ralph’s care. Sharp stones pierce the thin leather on his feet as he races over the courtyard slabs to the bridge. The guard’s post is abandoned; none care now who leaves or who enters his domain, or what was once his domain.


    Hot breath threatens his legs and he knows the dogs will soon be upon him. He knows, also, how Simon must have felt when the executioner let loose these devils on the mountain and showed him no mercy. Ralph is barely over the bridge now. The village and the well are a lifetime away.


    Instinct drives him, just as the first of the dogs scrapes his flesh with its cruel teeth. His fingers scrabble in the jewel pouch, find an emerald. Seize it. He swings round, casts the emerald towards the dog. The jewel flies through the animal’s head—a shaft of green through the deepest black. The howling is instantly cut off, as if the hound’s tongue has inexplicably vanished. Ralph doesn’t wait to see what happens next. Clutching his cloak around him, feeling the reassurance of the remaining five emeralds in his hand, he sprints out over the field towards the trees and, beyond that, the village. The pain of his present wounds doesn’t matter any more; he is too afraid of the pain that might come.


    Behind him, the mountain dogs begin to howl again.


    Ralph is almost at the trees when they catch up with him once more. Taking the next emerald out of the pouch he flings it at the two dogs a little ahead of the others. This time they are wiser. One of them leaps up towards the orb of green fire, jaws closing round its small form. It vanishes into the dark.


    He screams out a denial, his voice nothing but a whisper compared to the wild howling that pursues him.


    But the emerald is not prepared to die so easily. Green flame explodes out of the fluid stone shape of the dog and the howl accelerates to a shriek, just as suddenly cut off as a river of colour flows from the animal.


    And already Ralph is running once more, the thought of the well and the safety it might bring. To him? To the jewels? He no longer knows any of the answers but thought of the well drives him onward. Branches tear at his skin and hair, but they’re slowing the dogs down, too, only the gods and stars know how. But he has known these woods since childhood, all their secret paths as clear to him as if they are the familiar rooms of the castle. And dogs such as these, he imagines, are not used to woods or forests; their terrain is the uncrowded spaces of the mountains. In truth, they are the mountain.


    Breath snagging in his throat, Ralph arrives at the far edge of the woods. From here, it is only a matter of minutes before he reaches the well. For the first time, the thought that he is leading the dogs towards people rather than away from them slides through his mind. But the well should be deserted. At this time of day, all the water will have been drawn and the people, what few are left, will either be in their homes or the fields. They will hear the dogs, they will hide, and perhaps Ralph is somehow doing the right thing this time.


    Besides, it is him the hounds are after. Once the pack has scented the wolf, it will neither rest nor turn aside to other quarry until the chosen prey is dispatched. They may kill him, but he must hide the rest of the emeralds. Jemelda will know where they are. The jewel he has left with her will guide her to them. She may even be able to interpret their power more effectively than Ralph when the time comes; she is the purer-hearted of them.


    It is imperative he lives as long as it takes him to get to the well.


    Even as he acknowledges that thought, a roar behind him catches Ralph unawares and the next moment he feels the jaws of death about his throat. He opens his mouth to cry out but no sound comes out. Skin rips and his hands, slippery now with blood, tear helplessly at his attacker.


    He will die here after all. He has failed.


    As Ralph falls to his knees, still scrabbling for release, his hand spills open and the four last emeralds drop to the earth. One of them brushes past the strange stone coat of the mountain dog attacking him. Green flames singe its body and a part of it melts away. The hound opens its mouth and howls. Blood streams from Ralph’s neck, but it’s not the lifeblood. It’s not spurting out as he has seen happen when his own dogs bring the field deer to its end.


    He drags himself to his feet. Grabbing the pouch, he snatches up as many of the fallen emeralds as he can find. Three of them have come to rest in a hollow near a cypress tree. The dog that attacked him is lying whimpering on the other side. He can see the fire of the emerald that touched it licking its destruction over the animal’s body. The dog is vanishing. First a flank and then the whole leg disappears completely and the dog’s howl rises, rises.


    The rest of the pack are still straining for Ralph. Dark saliva drips from their bared teeth and they glance at him and then at their dying leader, over and over again. He knows if he runs, they will make their choice for him. The fact Ralph has stopped has thrown their purpose out of kilter. But, surely, soon the scent of his blood will overcome that brief hesitation. Before this, he has always been the hunter and not the hunted. Now he knows how the wild stag feels. At least he’ll face them standing.


    But as he takes a breath, the pack have already made their decision. The nearest hound draws up his haunches and leaps. Not towards Ralph but towards their dying leader. In the next heartbeat, the rest of them are upon the beast. Stone slashes into stone, and darkness and crimson flies upwards. Green sparks, too, which must be the work of the jewel. The howling and the death cries of the doomed animal fill the air.


    As Ralph starts to run, or rather hobble, something hard lands on his face. Reaching up, he finds it is the fourth emerald and, still fleeing, he drops it with the others back into the pouch. He doesn’t know how it returned to him but there is no time to ponder such questions. It won’t be long before the dogs continue their hunt. Already, the sound behind him changes in tone, and soon he knows they will look for their next prey. In his head, Ralph can hear Jemelda’s words. She said there was safety in water. There is a safety of sorts, too, in the pouch of emeralds he carries. Perhaps both will combine to protect them.


    It is then that the skin of Ralph’s palm where it touches the jewel-pouch begins to grow hot. He continues to limp onwards, gasping for air, and when he glances down he sees that the emeralds are glowing—all of them. He can see them through the bag’s velvet. It is the same way they glowed before destroying the mountain dog. Are they going to kill him, too? Just as the village is almost in sight?


    But he misunderstands their purpose. Before Ralph can respond in any fashion, the heat from the jewels transfers itself to his body and he feels a surge of strength power through his blood. He starts to run, in truth this time and as if he has never been injured at all, with the beat of his heart pounding in his ears. Risking a glance behind him, when all reason tells him it will be foolish, Ralph sees the remaining dogs are starting their pursuit. This time they are as silent as the deep stone they come from and that terrifies him even more.


    He can glimpse the outskirts of the village now. The baker’s home, or what is left of it. No roof, only three walls and the remains of his working oven lying half in and half out of the entrance. Ralph’s heart quickens its irregular rhythm as he sees that, next to the well, two women are deep in conversation. They shouldn’t be there. It is long past the hour for water talk. But these days nothing is what it should be. His decisions have swept away their traditions along with their safety.


    When Ralph tries to shout a warning, his mouth makes no noise above a harsh whisper. They have to go, they have to. Once the dogs arrive, their hot breath all but snapping at his heels once more, there is no knowing what they will do, whom they will kill. Will the emeralds and the water protect all three of them? Ralph cannot guarantee it.


    Not caring what they will think, he somehow brings together the corners of his thoughts in the way Simon showed him, a thousand lifetimes ago. He imagines crimson and black, colours to induce terror. He takes that picture and he uses what little mind-power he has to cast it in the direction of the women.


    The nearest one spins round. Even at this distance, Ralph can see her eyes widen. Her hands go to her mouth and she begins to scream.


    Run, he says in his mind, but he does not know whether either of them can hear his pleading. Run. Hide.


    It is her companion, however, who takes the first action. She grabs the screaming woman and begins to race over the grass and weeds. They are heading for the baker’s house. Ralph does not know whether it will be enough, but it is something.


    As he reaches the well, the women stumble over the ramshackle stone of the ruined dwelling and disappear from sight beneath the walls and, as the dogs finally catch up with him, his hand grasps the sides of the well and he feels the hint of water on his flesh. The emeralds begin to sing, something Ralph has never heard before, and he collapses to the earth, beaten and exhausted.


    He expects to die. The hunt is over and the victim cornered. It is now that the final blow falls.


    Except it does not. The dogs cease their howling and the only sound left is the song of the emeralds. It pierces Ralph’s flesh and he drops the pouch containing them. The tune continues, but he could never repeat its notes. They are from a range impossible for the tongues of men; they are that particular shade of white in the leaves of winter-lilac before the coldest part of the year-cycle, a white that cannot be copied in paint or thread; they are the melody that wakes you at dawn when the summer season is at its height and which is half dream, half reality.


    The mountain dogs cower back, whimpering. The emeralds’ song becomes louder and green fire flares out from amongst them. It darts past Ralph’s face so he feels the heat from its depth scald his skin. The fire forms a circle on the other side of the well. It burns away the air around it and darkness fills the space within so he cannot see through to what he knows should lie beyond—the grass, the shattered houses of the poor and the path through the village. Is this the magic his ancestors promised? He does not know and cannot control what it may do.


    At the edge of his eye, Ralph catches a swift movement—dark against the morning light. When he swings round, the nearest of the dogs is already leaping towards him. It comes to him that he is tired of running and he does not want to die like a coward. So he faces the mountain beast full on and, arms stretched wide, tries to roar out his anger and frustration to the emptiness and desolation of the village he has helped to ruin. Of course, he has no voice and he is nothing but a fool. He can only hope Jemelda and the emeralds may somehow save his people.


    But what Ralph expects does not occur. His face is not torn, nor the flesh ripped from his bones by Gelahn’s star-forsaken hounds. The mountain dog leaps over his head and Ralph catches the scent of rock and death as he flies above him. The animal passes easily over the well mouth and plunges into the fire circle created by the emeralds, where he vanishes into the dark.


    The flames leap higher and Ralph only has time to gasp once before the remainder of the pack is following suit. One by one, the dogs disappear into the flames. Each time one of them is swallowed up into the strange green night, Ralph thinks he sees a glimpse of something—someone—that should not be there, but his mind recoils away from the image, cannot admit the chance of it.


    Finally, when all the mountain dogs have vanished, the circle’s voice softens until, with a sudden long drawn out hiss, the flames turn in on themselves and vanish. All he can hear now is the shallow whistle of his own breath, all he can feel is the warm blood on his skin. For the first time he realises he is thirsty almost to death. Perhaps the dogs did not need to finish him off at all. Perhaps he is already vanquished.


    The morning around him shimmers and he blinks to clear his vision. It doesn’t work. Trees bend and dance, and the sun falls and rises in the sky. When he tries to move, he has not strength enough to do it. A sound from his right. Whispering and footsteps. He turns his head a fraction and sees long dark hair, a glimpse of torn skirts, blood.


    Ralph’s last sight before the blackness takes hold of his body is a woman bending towards him, concern and terror in her eyes.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Nine: Deceits and desires


    


    Duncan Gelahn


    In the vast expanse of blue and white, which is both the executioner’s childhood Gathandria and a place of emptiness where the Spirit has led them, the mountain dogs appear as if from nowhere, leaping through air into air from a mysterious circle of green fire. The Lost One cries out, but Duncan seizes him, stops him from running.


    “No,” he whispers. “Their blood is up. If you run, they will tear you apart.”


    It is true, not just a lie to keep him here. Each dog arrives snarling and howling, saliva and blood dripping from their jaws. They bring with them all the deepest colours of the night. It makes the fresh colours of green, blue and white around them fade into nothing. It takes over all the desires and deceits of the heart. Gelahn cherishes it.


    He senses Simon’s terror and smiles to himself; the mountain dogs are an unexpected bonus in the situation in which he now stands. He does not know how they have arrived here or who has sent them, but he knows he can use them if the Lost One proves too weak. The scribe has a deep seated fear of the dogs. The shoulder under his hand is trembling. Still, the half Gathandrian stays where he is, and Gelahn cannot help but admire that. For a wise coward, though one who does not fully know his own wisdom, Simon can act in surprising ways. He must make sure he never discounts that fact.


    “Do you trust me?” he asks.


    The Lost One makes no reply. He is beyond speech.


    Gelahn bends down, takes full hold of the mind-cane with his free hand, for the first time since he lost it. Once more that shock of recognition and the undercurrent of unspoken pain, the way the cane knows him and doesn’t know him. All the day-cycles he has held its black and silver perfection in his hand, he has fought to keep its power in balance with his own. Since first he stole it away from the elders’ prison, that day when he knew there would be a reckoning for what they had done to him there, he has understood that the mind-cane and he do not belong together. But that has never meant that alliances cannot be made. At the beginning, it fought him, but the wisdom he gained in year-cycles of long study and the patience he learned in the great Library’s cage have taught Gelahn well. Now, the mind-cane respects his choices. They understand each other.


    Although it truly belongs to Simon.


    Sweeping that thought out of his mind as irrelevant, the executioner curls his fingers around the cane and brings it down onto the head of the first hound just as it lunges upwards towards the Lost One’s neck. The dog falls to the earth, whimpering. Purple and orange fire leap from the cane’s silver carving and, at once, the remainder of the hounds skid to a halt, their stone paws scoring bloody lines through grass. The howling stops. At the same time, the circle of green that brought the pack to them collapses. No trace of it remains.


    The snow-raven spreads its feathers and takes to the air, circling around them. The bird makes no noise, only the waft of its wings lessens the strange silence. It is Simon who speaks first.


    “Wh-what are they doing here?” he says, his voice steadier than Gelahn has assumed it would be.


    For a beat or two of his heart, the mind-executioner does not know, although he keeps that weakness from his companion. He is aware with every part of his being that the Lost One will be able to sense him more clearly now, particularly as they are touching. He lets his hand drop from Simon’s shoulder. It is then that the answer comes to him; the mind-cane’s wisdom begins to settle more deeply within and gives him what he longs to know.


    He laughs, delight rising like a river in his gut. “The dogs are here to show us the way. Can you not see it?”


    Then, striding through the beaten animals and, in fact, barely acknowledging their presence, Gelahn reaches the place where the circle appeared and hunkers down, stretching his hand across the grass, fingers feeling for he knows not what, but he understands it is there. He can sense it. As he does so, the cane fizzes against his skin and he glances down to see a soft green glow surrounding its ebony shape. The same green as the circle.


    “So,” he whispers, as if the cane is able to answer him at all. Ah, but it can, it can, though not in words of the tongue. “So then, what do you know, and what are you not telling me?”


    “What have you found?” This from the Lost One, who has not yet gained the courage to cross through the dogs, although Gelahn senses he wishes to.


    The mind-executioner does not answer, yet. Instead, he brushes the cane slowly through the tallest of the grasses and smiles as the glow deepens. When that glow fires up into sparks, he pushes his fingers down into the earth so black soil spills over his hand. At this, he grimaces, but forces himself to continue. For another moment or two, he finds nothing. Then, just as he is about to curse himself and the deceitful cane for all kinds of betrayal, his fingers touch something hard and round hidden in the soil. It is so small he all but missed it.


    He grasps the unknown treasure and pulls it upward into the sun. What he sees is an emerald. And what value can such easy riches bring him? Almost nothing, except he can feel the mind-cane’s power surging through his blood, singing itself towards the jewel he holds in his fingers. At the same time, the emerald responds in kind to the song and its sparkle takes on a richer hue. Gelahn feels as if he is a bridge between worlds that have been apart for too long.


    Simon’s question remains. What is it? This jewel should not be in this place. It lies nowhere in his mind so he cannot have placed it here. It must have come through with the dogs. It must be part of the pathway that carried them from the Lammas Lands where he left them. But how, and for what purpose? And, more importantly, how can such magic be used to help him?


    


    Simon


    When the mind-executioner held up the small green jewel, the scribe knew at once what it was. His heart beat faster and he stepped forward, only for one of the mountain beasts, those dark tearers of flesh, to raise its head and snarl softly at him. He stopped at once, not that his customary cowardice mattered. He had one thought in his mind and one thought only. Ralph.


    The emerald belonged to the Lammas Lord, Simon was sure of it, not that he had seen it with his eyes, but he had sensed it often enough in Ralph’s mind when they were together. He had assumed there were more of them, however, not just one. Where were the others? And why should Ralph have let them go? The knowledge of them had been a private matter, something to do with the Lammas Lord’s family. When Simon had seen their image in his liege lord’s thoughts, it had been buried deep in an almost unused corner of his memories. The scribe had not disturbed it, but he knew Ralph held the mysterious emeralds in high regard. Something must have happened to him for one of them to be lost, and for the dogs to be here.


    It was odd, Simon thought, that only in this moment had he understood it was one thing to turn one’s back on a friend because that was the right, the only, thing to do. It was quite another to accept it in the blood.


    He took another step and the dog raised itself to its haunches. The snarling turned into a growl. At the same time, several things happened at once. The snow-raven swooped down towards him and he felt the edge of the bird’s wing brush against his face, causing a jolt of power to flare upwards in his mind. He lifted his hand and the mind-cane twisted out of Gelahn’s grip and flew easily into his fingers, once more fitting there as naturally as if it had been carved for him alone and, finally, he strode towards the mountain dog as if he were another kind of beast entirely and brought down the end of the cane onto its undulating head as Gelahn had done only a few moments ago. The animal sank to the earth, stone paws twitching and blood oozing from its flesh. The rest of the pack dogs flattened themselves to the ground and Simon passed through, the mind-cane humming a song whose melody echoed in his own head. He was shaking, but whether with the sudden influx of power or through fear he could not tell. Probably, it was both.


    When he came to where Gelahn stood, the executioner said nothing. Instead, he raised one eyebrow and reached for the cane. From above, the snow-raven cried out, a piercing note of warning that vanished into the breeze as Simon continued to hesitate.


    Gelahn’s lips tightened. Then he spoke.


    “If you feel you have gift enough to hold the mind-cane on your own,” he said, “then you are, of course, at liberty to do so. You are not my prisoner. But if you are unsure, then let one who has the experience of dealing with its wildness take it.”


    Another pause, when the scribe felt the beat of his blood filling his head. He gripped the cane, determined to fight if he had to, but Gelahn wrapped his fingers around its carved top and snatched it from him. A few sparks of black fire leapt into the air and the humming stopped. So much for determination, he thought.


    The mind-executioner smiled, gesturing towards the dogs. “Indeed, you have never liked those beasts. But, please, try not to injure them all; we are likely to need them.”


    Simon ignored him. “Show me the jewel.”


    A heartbeat later, Gelahn placed the jewel into his hand. Simon felt its warmth and colour spread through his skin. Not in the way the cane did, but with gentleness. For a moment or two, he forgot to breathe and when he looked up again, he almost expected to see the Lammas Lord himself, not the executioner.


    “Ah, I see,” Gelahn said. “This belongs to Ralph. That is helpful, thank you. Still, it is amusing you cleave to him at your centre, even though he was willing to kill you for what he wanted more truly.”


    Cursing his own openness to this man, Simon felt fire rising on his skin. He closed his fingers around the green jewel and took a step back. “How is it you claim to know all about me and yet you have not been able to understand that fact until now? I cannot see you would have been holding back such knowledge to spare my humiliation.”


    “Perhaps you have only just recognised it yourself, Simon. And why would I humiliate someone who is working with me? Besides, when all is said, Lord Tregannon matters nothing to either of us. When Gathandria is safe, we will have power and friends enough to fulfil all our needs. And, believe me, the time of fulfilment is sooner than even I anticipated.”


    “Because of the dogs?” Simon asked and Gelahn nodded.


    “Yes. But not only them. Because of your bird and this jewel, also.”


    


    Annyeke


    She had spent well over an hour-cycle picking up what remains she could find of the great Library’s manuscripts, with the women following on behind her. She could feel the hum of their thoughts, a rainbow of colours. It seemed to mesh together in the icy air that held within it the certainty of snow. Not that this idea was easy work. Oh, no. Not that anything to do with Gathandria was easy work these day-cycles. When had it stopped being simple? Annyeke could no longer remember. So she carried on, bending down, letting her fingers guide her to where their story treasures lay hidden amongst the debris. Each time she found what she searched for, a flash of deepest green would fly between her hand and the damaged parchment. Heart beating fast, she would retrieve what she could and then add it to the three stacks she and the people were in the process of building up. This consisted of the ancient stories, then those of more recent origin and, finally, the stories some of the people had written in the last generation-cycle. Annyeke had intended initially to separate them into categories according to story contents, but something in her blood had refused to make so arbitrary a division. Life in Gathandria and its neighbours was made up of many parts and she was determined not to be the first elder, acting or otherwise, who declared that was not so. Once they had salvaged what they could, they could begin to create their own defences and methods of attack, using both the written tales and those living only in their minds, for the mind-executioner was not the sole Gathandrian who could face and manipulate the fighting of a battle.


    Still, she wished Johan were here. He’d started off following her lead but, in the end, the wild patterns of his thoughts had given her no option but to stop and let him go to the park land and his interrupted battle training where it was obvious he would rather be. He wanted to try something different, he’d told her, to work with the people to create weapons forged from the mind that also existed in the physical realm. She hoped he would be successful for all their sakes, although such a feat had never been achieved in many generation-cycles, but was the stuff only of legend. Nevertheless, she, like him, was determined to try everything possible while they still lived. No doubt, very soon they would need every iota of cunning and strength they could find. Talus had gone with him without even a backward glance, but she couldn’t find it in her heart to be angry at that. Gathandrian men were, in her experience, usually better suited to active pursuits than they were to the collation of their people’s stories.


    She must stop thinking about Johan. She had far more important things to do.


    Standing up, she shaded her eyes against the last rays of the sun and gazed at the clouds. There would be snow, and soon. The puzzle of it filled her mouth with purple. Would that fact work to their advantage or their disadvantage? Both they and the mind-executioner were used to the extremes of their country’s weather, but neither of them had fought such a battle as was to come in the midst of the snows. However, Gelahn would surely bring with him what he could find of the Lammas Lands’ soldiers and they would struggle with the deep chill that could turn flesh black and shatter bones. Set against that, of course, was the soldiers’ experience of hand-to-hand combat. She shook her head, the puzzle remaining an uncertain purple.


    No time for pondering, however. She and the people had to work whilst light remained to them.


    As she turned back to her task, a thought flashed into her senses, an impression of tall purpose approaching. She looked up to see one of the women into whose care she had given the blinded First Elder. As Annyeke stepped forward to meet her, she saw it was Iffenia, the Second Elder’s wife. Of course, she should have remembered. Recent events were playing with her mind and she would have to be careful. From now on, she could not afford to make mistakes.


    Iffenia smiled, hurrying to meet her and shaking her head at Annyeke’s unspoken assumption.


    “No, do not fear. The First Elder sleeps only. I have given him winter raspberry for rest and cypress leaf for healing. He is safe enough for the moment. I wrapped a mind-net of my husband’s making ’round the workshop before I left. If there is any danger, I will know it. It struck me I would be, for now, more needed here, for surely it is up to the womenfolk to do what we can for our lands.”


    “Thank you,” Annyeke said, trying not to smile at the exact sentiments she, too, held. “I’m grateful for all the help we can give each other, indeed. We must do as much as we can before night brings the first of the snows.”


    Even as she spoke, however, Annyeke gained an impression of shadows and darkness, and wasn’t entirely sure where it had come from. It reminded her of the executioner and his strange assault on their land. Why should she feel this in the presence of Iffenia? Perhaps, indeed, she could trust no one. She must be as wise as a rock snake and as calm as the summer clouds. She shook her head. Her companion was at least right about the snow. Already, it was beginning to fall. The first few flakes brought a deeper silence to the scene. Still turning over the sparks of suspicion in her mind, she stared upwards at the sky, as if by looking she could hold back the inevitable. Small bursts of ice broke against her skin, slid down her face.


    “Will this prove our friend or our enemy, I wonder,” Iffenia mused as she bent down to rescue another parchment scrap from the rubble.


    Annyeke did not answer, but the question made her pause. She wondered if this uncertainty was what the elders had experienced and what they did when it happened. Being a source of inspiration and hope for the people was not, perhaps, as desirable, or as straightforward, as she had first assumed. With a shake of her head, she focused on the task in hand as the snows began to fall in earnest.


    Around her, Iffenia and the rest of her fellow labourers followed suit, this time with a fresh urgency to their actions and, for a while, the only sound was the rustle of the parchment piles as they slowly grew and the only colour apart from white was the faint flash of purple or green as fragments of the tales were rescued. They would not have long, Annyeke realised, before they would be forced to stop, not only for their own sakes as the need for warmth and protection became paramount, but also to safeguard the stories. Best to do so now while the decision remained theirs and they were not, as had been their custom, simply reacting to the demands of an outside force.


    She stood up, gazed round, felt the ragged beat of her heart echo her own confusion before drawing breath, and forced herself to be calm.


    It is enough, she said in thought only to the people, the words carving their slow truth into her own mind. What we have found now must prove to be sufficient and what we have not found, we must abandon. Let us take what we have salvaged to the old Council Buildings. It is there, in the hours to come, that we must face our enemy and make our stand.


    Then, in a way she couldn’t comprehend, time itself stopped.


    


    Duncan Gelahn


    The pale light of the empty sky almost blinds him, casting a clouded haze over this place of earth and mystery. Behind him, the mind-executioner can hear the panting of the dogs and Simon’s harsh breath. He can smell the scent of winter on the air, even though he is situated in nothing more substantial than a memory. He knows the emerald in his grasp gives him the power he needs and he must use it quickly. The Lost One is wavering and Duncan cannot afford any turning back from decisions already made. The battle will begin soon and he senses the call of Gathandria in his blood and whatever is destined to take place there.


    First, however, he must return to Lammas and there is the Lammas Lord to consider. Even though allowing Hartstongue and Tregannon to meet is an act fraught with danger, Gelahn understands he has no other choice. For a war, he needs soldiers. He needs Ralph. Now he has ordered the dogs to terrify the Overlord, the man will be more the more willing to obey him.


    With this in mind, and holding the emerald high and feeling its unfathomable power flow through his skin, Duncan swings round to face the mountain dogs that remain alive. At once, they spring to their feet as if he has called them, but he has not done so. At his side, Simon draws in a sharp breath and he sees the emerald is pulsating. Just as the snow-raven beats his great white flight to the earth, a shimmer of green flies out and circles the dogs. They begin to howl. The snow-raven spreads his wings once more and launches towards the circle. Acting on instinct alone, Duncan grasps the Lost One by the arm and begins to run. The circle hisses and flares. Simon cries out, but it’s too late for objections.


    The executioner imprisons his accomplice with a mind-net as dark as winter and springs towards the strange green fire. Simon has no choice but to obey him. Together, the two Gathandrians fall into the sphere, loud now with singing, and blackness swallows them both.


    It is the worst journey Duncan has ever experienced. The roaring in his ears all but deafens him. It is an unstarlike mixture of the dogs’ howling, the emerald sphere’s own unworldly voice, and the red terror coursing through both himself and the Lost One, as if here there can be no deceit and no shadows. Everything is open and everything is known, and all the time, the wild plunging sensation drags them through the tunnel into another realm. As he tumbles from side to side in the circle, the mind-executioner sees first Simon, then the cane, the white wings of the snow-raven, and always the mountain hounds. He is out of breath, bloodied and torn. If this madness does not come to an end soon, he doubts whether they will be in a fit state to command any army from the Lammas Lands at all. They must find a way to control the circle’s path.


    As the deafening noise continues, Duncan enfolds his mind with the best net he can furnish under such circumstances. It’s ragged, barely functioning, but it’s better than nothing. It allows him a small measure of freedom to act. The next time he’s near enough to Simon, he grabs his arm, grits his teeth against the almost unbearable wrenching of his fingers as he tries to maintain hold and against the piercing pain-knife that spins from the Lost One’s thoughts.


    Be still.


    Impossible to do any such thing, of course, but these are the only words Duncan can muster to break through to Simon’s consciousness. He frames them in blue, the scribe’s mind-colour. He hopes it might be enough. It is.


    In the sudden silence that settles throughout the Lost One’s head, the mind-executioner seizes his chance. He pushes his hand onto his companion’s forehead and sparks his thoughts through his fingers and into Simon’s mind. The scribe twists in his grip and struggles to be free. Duncan knows the pain he is causing in the midst of such a terrible journey, but doesn’t let go.


    Work with me.


    The half Gathandrian has no choice, but there is so little time. In the moment before the stillness of the scribe’s mind vanishes, Duncan links their thoughts together and continues to hold on. While the howling and breathlessness of their journey floods back in, he has a heartbeat’s space to store the fact that Simon’s unfathomed mind is beyond the power of anything he has experienced, and then he must complete the task.


    Tumbling from side to side along the tunnel, he reaches out to Simon with the links from his mind-net. Where he expected to encounter confusion and, perhaps, resistance, he finds none. The scribe is ready with the kind of strength he has not encountered in him before, at least not under such circumstances as these. It is a matter of moments only to spin something that could save them and, as soon as he can, Duncan flings out the combined net they have created, a fluttering melding of blue, red and black, and watches as it wraps around the noise, the darkness and the terror.


    The sound of the emerald is cut off and only the howling of the dogs remains. Duncan drags air into his lungs, but cannot get enough of it. In his arms, Simon is shaking, but he is still alive, still conscious, and that is what they both need to be in order to survive.


    The journey must end.


    Duncan barely has time to acknowledge that the words in his mind come not from himself but from the scribe when there is a flash of silver and black, the darkness rolls away and he lands with a thump on earth and grasses. Turning his head, he sees the Lost One next to him. In Simon’s fingers nestles the cane. It looks as if it has been there for a long time. Beyond them both, the mountain dogs are huddled together, teeth bared, beginning to snarl their way into life again. Further beyond them, the snow-raven lies, its wings torn, its great beak open. The mind-executioner cannot tell if the bird lives or not, but there are more pressing matters to consider.


    Without its journeying circle, the emerald spins for a moment out of time in the air and then falls. He lunges towards it, but it is too late. Another hand appears, the jewel sparkles more brightly, twists a little, and lands in the stranger’s outstretched palm.


    Not a stranger. Even before Duncan takes in the man’s dark hair and regal bearing, though what dignity any of them might have laid claim to lies in tatters now, he knows who it is, and, because of that, where he is.


    As Duncan rises to his feet and dusts down his cloak, it is the scribe who speaks first.


    “Ralph,” he whispers.

  


  
    

    Seventh Lammas Lands Chronicle


    


    Ralph


    When he wakes, he expects to see sky and know abandonment, but neither of those assumptions proves to be true. The first thing he sees is a posy of herbs attached to a hook in the ceiling at which he is staring. There is an overwhelming smell of baking rye-bread and he wrinkles his nose. Ralph has never liked rye-bread.


    He tries to move his arm but it’s stiff and, despite himself, a groan escapes his lips. At once a woman’s face appears. It is the same woman he saw before, at the well when the mountain dogs leapt over him and disappeared into the circle of emeralds. It is the woman he tried to drive away. She must have brought him here, wherever here might be.


    “Be still,” a voice says. “You need to rest.”


    For a heartbeat or two, Ralph thinks the woman is saying words into the air without moving her lips and he blinks. But then he realises the voice is one he recognises and it is not the strange woman who speaks at all.


    Another face appears at her side. It is Jemelda and she is frowning. Ignoring any pain he might have, Ralph sits up and grips her arm. “You should not be here. How is the boy? Where is the emerald I gave you?”


    Her eyes widen and she stares at him. At once, he lets her go. It is not the way of the Lammas Lords to touch any servant. He has broken this rule already. To do so again is beyond the accounting. She shakes her head.


    “I am glad to see you ask about Apolyon before the jewels, my Lord,” she says and her tone is dry. “Both are safe enough. The boy is under my husband’s care, in the castle kitchen area, as you left him.”


    “And the dogs?” Ralph asks the strange woman this, assuming she will be the most likely person to know. “They are still through the circle? They have not come back?”


    When he addresses her, she jumps and darts a glance at the cook. Then returning her gaze to him, she shakes her head, steps back and vanishes through a curtain into another room. Before the ragged purple velvet swings shut, Ralph catches a glimpse of her friend at the well. She is combing her long hair and her dress is torn at the shoulder, revealing the whiteness of skin.


    It is then he understands where he is and who these women are—the prostitutes of his village, those whom they never acknowledge although the men in his army use them often. They are forbidden to speak to such as Ralph, on pain of death in the Hanging Place. Their role in these lands is to do what is asked of them and to be silent in the company of men. It strikes Ralph they have brought him to protection and yet they are the last people who should be concerned for his safety; it would be better for them if he were dead. Moreover, that he is here at all smears what reputation he might seek to maintain even more deeply. He wonders briefly who else knows he is here before he remembers how ridiculous that worry is now.


    Jemelda grimaces. “So. You know where you are, my good Lord, and already you concern yourself with what others might think. And, no, before you object, I can see from your face that it is true. I have no need of any mind-skills, permissible or otherwise, to read a man’s heart. Those gifts lie in our gender, nothing more.”


    Ralph has nothing to say in defence of himself. She is right in her assumptions of his guilt.


    “The mountain dogs are vanished,” she continues. “The women told me so. They have not come back and the circle that took them has gone. You have been unconscious for the length of an autumn story’s beginning. That is all.”


    “But you have come here when I told you to stay,” he interrupt her words, but his voice is weaker than he would wish.


    She puts her hands on her hips and raises her eyebrows. “I had no choice. The jewel you gave me sparked its own fire and forced me to follow. Perhaps it does not want to be parted from its companions after all.”


    Ralph struggles upwards in the makeshift bed until his eyes are level with hers. She makes no move to help him and he is glad of that.


    “Show me,” he says.


    She digs deep into the pockets of her skirt and brings out the emerald. Even before she hands it to him, Ralph can see it is fizzing with colour and the air echoes with a faint humming.


    “It drew me,” she whispers. “I couldn’t help but follow where it led.”


    He takes the jewel and returns it to his safekeeping, with the others. But, as it lands with a soft chinking sound, something about the way the emeralds lie within the black cotton, or the manner in which the humming turns to a fragile keening, draws Ralph’s gaze again.


    “There are six of them,” he says. “They have found their way back from where I threw them at the dogs. How can that be when…? But no matter. There should be seven. Have you…?”


    Even before he’s framed the question in his own mind, he can see the pointlessness of it. Jemelda purses her lips and Ralph bites back his foolishness.


    “No, obviously not. Forgive me. I must have dropped it by the well,” he says before another thought occurs. “Unless…”


    But once more, the cook is there before him. “No. The body-women would not take your goods, my fine lord. Not even to free themselves from their imprisonment. They are not as foolish as you men assume, although I am sure their kindness to you deserves more than emeralds.”


    Ralph feels his face redden and knows, as surely as if they had been standing in the room with them, that the two women are listening from behind the curtain. “I know. And I thank them for it. But I have to find the missing emerald. I need to return to the well.”


    For a moment, it looks as if Jemelda will argue, but then she shakes her head, despairing of him, no doubt. The dark green colour of her thoughts floats through his mind. Unexpectedly, he thinks again of Simon.


    “Come then,” the cook says. “If you wish to look for the emerald, then I suppose you must do it. You will, of course, trust no one else to search for it on your behalf.”


    Yes, I might have trusted one other person. Once. But I broke that trust and besides he is not here now.


    To dislodge the thought, Ralph shakes his head. “No, you’re right. I must see for myself. I need to find the seventh jewel. There is so little time.”


    The last phrase leaps from his mouth as if its truths were daggers that could tear his flesh again. Something is about to happen. He knows it. His mind flares up with colours it is not accustomed to—orange, silver, black—not the colours of the winter storm he carries within him always.


    Without another word, he swings his legs sideway, lets his feet take his weight, but almost falls. Jemelda steps towards him, but he waves her away. He will do this alone. His thoughts tell him he must.


    In the four paces it takes Ralph to reach the outside door, he wonders if he will be able to get to the well at all. He is swaying and his heart is beating so fast he can no longer tell its rhythm.


    “Lord Tregannon, shall I…?” Jemelda says from behind, using his title of honour for the first time, Ralph thinks.


    “No,” is all he replies and takes the initial step outside.


    The chill in the air wraps round him and he sees it is snowing, only lightly, but more will come. He shivers, but not only because of the cold. He wraps his cloak around him and makes for the well, the cook following close at his heels in spite of what he has said.


    In his hand, the six emeralds pulsate and begin to sing. Something at the well is glowing a faint shade of green and Ralph is not sure, but he thinks he can hear the echo of howling. Despite his unaccountable frailty, he begins to run, or rather stagger, onward.


    He is almost there when the flash of green fire circles the well again and two figures fall through. With them is something black and silver that makes Ralph’s mind darken, but it vanishes from his sight with the sudden influx of the mountain dogs and the tumbling white feathers of what must be a snow-raven. The village square is overwhelmed with a cacophony of sound that tears at the blood and leaves no room for breath.


    In the middle of that is a white cool space where, upward through the air, he can see one bright green jewel. Ralph cries out and it seems to turn in the wind and fly towards him. One of the fallen men reaches out towards the emerald, but he is already too late. As if it has been waiting for Ralph’s hand only, the jewel flies over grasping fingers and lands like a bird in his palm.


    He folds it within his grip and eases it back into the dark pouch, feeling the soothing click as it meets its companions.


    The other man then speaks, but he already knows who it is.


    “Ralph,” the scribe whispers, and breaks open the Overlord’s mind once more.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Ten: The place of silence


    


    Annyeke


    Time stopped and, in its place, silence flowed. She remained standing in the ruined Library with its shattered books and manuscripts, surrounded by exhausted people, but she was not there at all. She was in herself and outside the world. She gasped, took a step backwards and it was as if the action resulted in song, a melody breaking out through darkness and light. It warmed her. The colours of her mind shifted, flowing together in an ever changing sky of green and silver, blue and gold. Clouds and air. They were a mirror of the song. Slowly, she spun round, trying to understand where she was and how she could return to where she was most needed. This did not seem like a trick of the mind-executioner; it appeared too beautiful for that. But even so, her responsibilities pressed against her shoulders and she knew she should not spend time here.


    Time is not important. Where I am, time is not.


    Annyeke sat down. The shimmer of light and colour beneath her body held firm. Somehow she had known it would be so. She had never heard the Spirit of Gathandria speak directly, even in her dreams, but she had no need to ask who this voice was. Her blood and her mind told her the answer, and silence was her only response. Annyeke, who had always been first to speak and feel in any situation, found here that words or emotions were not enough. Only silence mattered.


    She waited.


    After a time, she could not ever have explained afterwards, the voice spoke again.


    Will you see what I see, Annyeke Hallsfoot? Will you understand it with me?


    If she had been capable of words in this place of silence, they would have been:


    Show me what you would then, Spirit, for I am only waiting for you.


    The colours of this world exploded into something like the sun, a circle of light she could walk through. Knowing this was what was intended, Annyeke rose to her feet once more and stepped forward. She was shivering, but the beauty around her meant she felt no terror.


    She saw what was happening and how a knife had pierced her beloved city, not in the Library, where she had thought it would come, but in the park.


    Johan and Talus stood on the ruined grass. She could only see their faces. Perhaps her faith was not strong enough for more insight? She could not even see any of the Gathandrians she understood must be there with them. No matter. As her throat grew dry, she knew she would accept what she had been given. Here and now, she could not look away. Both boy and man were staring at a small gap in the falling snow at the edge of the trees. Hardly anything and, in the light of all the unfamiliar events happening at every moment around them, not something Johan would have been concerned about if Talus hadn’t seen it first and asked what it was. Annyeke sensed the moment when the man she loved focused his thoughts upon the mystery and, at the same time, she became aware the boy’s mind was already lurking around the edges of whatever this new phenomenon might be.


    “Be careful,” Johan said, connecting to Talus with his thoughts and understanding with such gentleness that Annyeke almost forgot to breathe.


    The gap in the colours of the air and snow confused her. What was the Spirit trying to show her, and was she wise enough to understand even a glimmer of it? She knew it should not be there and indeed its shifting nature meant Johan and the boy also could hardly grasp it, at least not for any length of time. She could not tell whether it was something real or simply an absence. A scar in the air of the land. Or an opening. Leading to…what exactly?


    As the question rose in her thoughts, the strange vision blinked into nothing and was gone, but she could feel its importance in her skin, pressing down on her form, demanding attention in the same way that her responsibilities as Acting Elder demanded her full heart. As she breathed in, the colours surrounding her vanished, taking the voice of the Spirit with them, and that was the greatest absence of all. She was back at the Library, the stories and the needs of the people whispering their presence to her.


    She would remember, she swore it by all the gods and stars, by the Spirit itself. She would remember, and keep the place of silence always in her mind. Because, somehow, she understood that, whatever was about to happen, the meaning and resolution of it would be up to her, in a way she couldn’t yet comprehend.

  


  
    

    Eighth Lammas Lands Chronicle


    


    Duncan Gelahn


    He lands next to the Tregannon villagers’ well. Some of the houses he sees lie in ruins and it is snowing. The small flakes press against his skin as the dogs tumble after him onto the damp earth. The bright jewel carves a green arc through the winter air but, even as he lunges for it, he knows it is already gone to its owner.


    Of course, he sees at once how it is with the Lost One and the Lammas Lord. The bond between them is stronger than the earth and darker than fire, bearing as it does all the faults and pains of both men. As Duncan rises, he sees they are staring at each other as if all their recent history of lies, deception, betrayal and attempted murder has been a mere nothing. It is only for a beat of his heart, however. The next moment, the memory for both comes flooding in and he sees the shadow of pain etch itself deeper across the Scribe’s face. As for Ralph Tregannon, he takes a step back, drops the emerald into a black velvet bag and turns away. His expression is as distant as a mountain not yet attempted. Duncan can sense the raging sea behind it as easily as if the Lammasser had spoken his guilt and shame out loud.


    He smiles. Confusion is something he can use. It may be the battle will be easier than he has imagined.


    In the meantime, the dogs are on their feet and howling at the shimmer of green light slowly fading in the sun. Two or three of them scrabble forwards, jaws tearing at the circle but, each time, it sparks more brightly at their violence and forces them back.


    The mind-executioner decides it’s time the mountain beasts paid attention to him, not to whatever strangeness is drawing them on. While the Lost One struggles to get to his feet, Duncan snatches at the mind-cane where it lies in Simon’s grasp. It jitters away, so Simon lets it slip from his fingers as it sparks its own white flame, a reflection of the green circle’s anger. Duncan swears softly to himself, the echo of his curses filling his mind. They give him strength and purpose. It has always been that way with him, ever since his meeting with the Gathandrian Spirit.


    He concentrates, pushing aside the Scribe’s feeble attempts at questioning him, bears down in his mind on the cane, steps forward once more, and then he has it. It prickles against his skin like a field nettle before settling against his palm. Immediately, the dogs are quiet. He is glad of that. He will have need of their threat and the danger and knowledge of death that they carry within. Still, he feels the cane’s gentle pull in the direction of the Lost One and wonders how the other man cannot sense this. Nonetheless, it is satisfying that he cannot and Duncan intends to keep it that way. If Simon discovered even a quarter of the power he and the mind-cane possessed joined together, then he would be all but impossible to overcome. His very weakness and despair keep Duncan in control and, thus far, that despair is not enough to drive him to the reckless acts of courage he’d shown spasmodically throughout the wild journey to Gathandria. This also pleases the mind-executioner. And, Spirit willing, they will claim Gathandria tonight, since the journey to his homeland is now supremely possible with the emeralds. In the meantime, there is much to be done, and an army, albeit a strange one, to be gathered. He needs to focus his two companions on something else than each other in order to do it.


    “Tregannon,” he commands, dropping Ralph’s title and knowing the lack of it will only shame the other man further. “We must bring the army together and prepare your men for battle. The time for war is almost upon us.”


    The Lammas Lord frowns and glances at the cane in Duncan’s hand. It is pointless for him to protest and he knows it. His glance slides to the Lost One and then just as quickly skitters away. Behind him stand two women framed in a doorway. Next to them, and slightly in front, is a small rounded woman with silvered hair. Jemelda, the mind-executioner thinks and wonders why he notices her when the other women are more beautiful. Then he understands the reason and smiles.


    “I do not have the soldiers,” Ralph replies at last. “As I have told you, they have been scattered across the lands. Only a few remain at the castle and those are not the best.”


    Duncan blinks. Oh, how much his companions have to learn. From the death of the mountain and the death of Ralph’s soldiers something magnificent will be made. He will not voice it yet, though, not even to himself. Let them see in full when the time is right. He becomes aware of the Scribe at his side as he runs his fingers down the cane. He enjoys the feeling of its silky smoothness against his skin. If things had been different, then perhaps…but no matter. They are not. The Spirit of Gathandria has decreed it so and he will not fight such wisdom. He will only do its bidding.


    “Have you sent messengers?” he asks, keeping his voice low so Ralph must lean forward to hear him. Even though he knows the question is meaningless and he could give all his bidding to the Lammas Lord in a heartbeat simply by ravishing his mind, he forbears to do so for now. Such pleasures will happen later, when the battle is won.


    “No,” Ralph says simply. Of course, Duncan has already found the answer lying open for all to see within the man’s thoughts should they have the gift of it. He sees, too, how Ralph has hoped to conceal the emeralds from him. Such a foolish plan! How can he have thought to succeed in it? However, the mind-executioner cannot help but admire the Lammas Lord’s courage. Much good it does him.


    With a jagged movement, he brings the mind-cane up to his eye level and flicks some of its strength in Ralph’s direction. At once, Tregannon falls to his knees, gasping as the weight of history and ancient myth press him down. Simon steps forward, a cry of protest forming in his mind, but Duncan swings the simplest of mind-nets round his intention and the Lost One is brought to an abrupt halt in whatever idiocy he might have intended. Above them, the snow-raven circles, revived from its journey and its bleak cry piercing the bitter air.


    Spirit of Gathandria, what fools these men of flesh are. When will they learn they can only do the Spirit’s bidding and all else is worthless?


    


    Ralph


    He barely has time to take in Simon’s presence and to explain the lack of soldiers to Gelahn before the mind-executioner drives him to the ground. The solid earth forces its harshness into his skin and he gasps. At the same time, the scribe steps forward, a protesting cry splitting the air, but Gelahn stops his purpose with another flick of the cane.


    At his side, Ralph feels a sudden surge of warmth from the emeralds and his fingers itch to touch them, but he cannot move. Neither can he breathe. When he opens his mouth to gasp, he gains no benefit from it. The mind-executioner strides towards him, and the dark cane he holds spits bright flame. Orange and purple, the colours of betrayal. His eyes are as black as a winter night; the anger in them pierces through the falling snow. His enemy raises the cane and a bone deep agony tears through him. The Overlord collapses sideways, still gasping for breath. Grit digs into his cheek and all he can see is the executioner’s feet and the wild swirls of the cloak he wears. All he can hear above him is the strange shrill call of the snow-raven.


    You. Must. Not. Defy. Me. Again.


    Each word is a universe unto itself. Together, they subsume Ralph’s thoughts and memories until he is nothing but a world of unremitting pain. Behind his eyes, wild storms are born, rage and die, winters rise up and are swallowed by more winters, and rivers burst their banks so that seething waters sweep him away.


    He cannot speak and, within his mind, he can do nothing but plead. Gelahn has beaten him, taken him to a place of humiliation far more devastating than anything the Lammas Place of Execution can offer. All Ralph can do is yield. Over and over again, the words that come to him are only these: Please. I will not fight you. Please.


    Finally, after year-cycles of time have elapsed, or so it seems to him, the storms and flood begin to abate. Air fills his lungs once more and he opens his eyes.


    He is lying on the ground. He does not remember how he got there or what he is doing. It takes a while for the few poorly built hovels and a large white bird to meld together within Ralph’s mind so he can recall what has happened. His body feels sore, as if weary with fighting, or being beaten. He is panting and coughing. In his throat, nausea rises and he spews out dust and water.


    “Get up.”


    He blinks. The words of command are spoken in a way that brooks no disagreement and he struggles to obey. It takes a while. When, at last, Ralph is upright, he sees his clothes are in tatters and the skin on his arms is bleeding. A man is standing in front of him and in his demeanour dwell all Ralph’s secret fears. When this man smiles, the expression brings him no comfort. At his left, a pack of dogs lays waiting, crouched in readiness for an order he cannot begin to imagine. They are not as other dogs. They appear hewn from rock, their eyes glint with crimson and blood lines their jaws. Something in them calls to him, from a life he wonders if he once had. When he glances at the slight, almost nondescript man with the haunted eyes who stands in the falling snow, Ralph sees how beautiful he is, and everything he knows about himself returns.


    He is Ralph Tregannon, Overlord of the Lammas Lands and betrayer of his people. The man who has all but murdered him is the mind-executioner, Duncan Gelahn. And the man who stares at Ralph, horror and relief etched into his face, is both nearer to him than the pulse of his blood and further away than the skies.


    Now, he remembers. The only question is whether he wants to. For the moment, Ralph stands swaying in front of Gelahn. He can barely think, let alone talk. His enemy strolls towards him as if he has all the time in the land, that twisted smile still at his mouth. Ralph can’t help himself. He begins to shake.


    “Now you see how important it is to do my bidding, Lammas Lord,” the mind-executioner whispers, and Ralph can hear him as clearly as the morning river bird in full flight. “For we must do what the Gathandrian Spirit requires of us and we must do it quickly. But, see how I have spared your life and know my mercy for what it is. It is good to be here. Come, let us return to your castle and see the numbers of soldiers my powers can call to our great mission, because, believe me, they will come soon, and with more wonder than you can possibly understand. But first, you must give me the emeralds you possess, because they are mine to use now. Then the end of the battle will have begun.”


    There is still something left within Ralph that knows he should not allow this man to take so easily what is his, but he has no choice. Slowly, his fingers reach down to where the emeralds burn against his waist. It is as if Ralph’s hand has its own purpose and he cannot gainsay it. In the snow, falling more heavily now, he notices everything is silent, even the raven, even the dogs.


    He holds out the small velvet bag to the mind-executioner. His enemy shakes his head.


    “No,” he says, almost patient as if talking to a child who cannot hope to understand him. “Take them out. Let me see their number.”


    Ralph’s eyes are hot with tears, but he does not let them fall. Somewhere deep within, words flutter in his blood and he can sense the faint shadow of their meaning: First of all, be angry.


    Somehow, the very fact of this helps him. Gelahn waits as he rolls the shining green jewels out of their pouch, one by one. It takes a while as his fingers are trembling. When all seven of them are exposed, the executioner nods.


    “Thank you. Put them back and give them to me.”


    Ralph does so. His mind is numb. When he has done as bidden, the executioner secretes them within his cloak. Afterwards, he brushes past Ralph, striding ahead on the path back to the castle. The mind-cane fizzes and sings, but the executioner himself doesn’t even look around at the scribe or Ralph. He knows they will follow.


    All the time, they stumble in the mind-executioner’s wake, neither Simon nor Ralph look at each other and they do not touch. There is so much Ralph wants—needs—to say to this man, and he cannot even begin. The mountain dogs lollop between Gelahn and them, sometimes stopping to snuffle or paw at plants or small animals at the verge and, once or twice, they snarl, but make no effort to attack. The snow-raven beats heavy wings and floats above. He can sense Simon’s fear but has no strength to offer help, though the scribe never asks for it. Neither does he offer Ralph any comfort and the Lammas Lord is glad of it. Some kindnesses only destroy.


    When they enter the courtyard of his home, it is deserted. The snow makes the cobbles slippery and Ralph almost falls. Simon makes a slight move towards him, but the gesture is as soon cut off. Ralph is panting hard, barely able to draw breath, and he is not certain how long he can remain upright. With all his being, he longs for the warmth of the castle hall, somewhere to sit.


    But that chance does not come for the wanting of it.


    The mind-executioner swings round and surveys them. With one hand, he is clutching the bag of emeralds whilst the cane of power and death hovers in his other. And, somehow, Ralph knows what he intends the heartbeat before he acts. The Overlord cries out just as Gelahn flings the emeralds up into the wintry air. The next moment, his enemy sweeps the cane in an arc across the jewels and bright green fire leaps out into the night.


    The blast of it knocks Ralph off his feet and a great wind slams him into the bare stone of the castle walls. A sharp cry pierces his mind and he knows the same fate has befallen the scribe. He tries to fight against the strange storm that has driven him here, but he cannot. It is impossible to kneel or stand. But the feebleness of Ralph’s efforts has meant that he can see into the courtyard, he can witness what powers Gelahn has conjured from the air. He has nothing left to fight the executioner with, but still he wants to know.


    He needs to know when the end comes.


    


    Simon


    He did not see the sudden storm coming. His head had been too full of recent events to pay any heed to what was happening immediately around him—the journey through the emeralds’ tunnel, the unexpected return to the Lammas Lands, the threat and seducing power of Gelahn, and the lies the executioner has told him. But, beyond all these, in unaccountable measure, the fact and presence of Ralph had completely unnerved him.


    In the Lammas Lord’s courtyard, he stood trembling as Gelahn stopped his frenetic pace at last. Standing a little away from him, Ralph was barely managing to keep upright. He could not tell what Gelahn intended; the Gathandrian seemed impenetrable in his certainty. What was the truth behind the emeralds Ralph had been carrying? Were they another ancient artefact like the mind-cane, or were they even more powerful than that? He could feel something pressing in his head, almost as strongly as he could feel the iciness of the day infiltrating his skin or the way the pebbles pushed against his feet. But he couldn’t get to it. Whatever knowledge he had and wherever it came from, he couldn’t access it, and neither could Gelahn. One of these was a curse, the other a blessing. How the gods and stars were playing with them now, he thought.


    He had no time to ponder these questions.


    Gelahn swirled round. The falling snow cut across his frame. Simon did not see the movement or what must have taken place, but green flames sprang upwards that could only come from Ralph’s emeralds. A dark, slim shape swept through their flight. The mind-cane.


    At that very moment, a roaring filled his thoughts and something hard and unforgiving hit him in the back. When he opened his eyes, he saw he was lying against one of the walls of the castle and gasping for breath. Ralph was further along, panting and struggling to sit up, to no avail.


    The wild wind was rising. With it came noise and chaos. Simon turned to stare back at the courtyard. The mind-executioner stood, arms raised as if conjuring the stars and gods to come to him. In the eerie light, he hardly seemed real. A great arc of green patterns shifting and changing with every heartbeat surrounded him. It was like a cage holding the executioner, or a place of safety where nobody could ever defeat him again. His right hand held onto the cane, which was gleaming silver all the way down the length of it. The scribe had never seen that before. It made his fists clench and his throat constrict. He tried to scramble backwards, but the wall behind him prevented any hope of escape. His hand touched something warm and soft. For a moment, he had no idea what it was. Some type of weapon to tear him apart at last? Another enemy not yet encountered? Then realisation came rushing in.


    Acting from an instinct that leapt up inside him, he buried both hands in the snow-raven’s feathers and hugged the great bird to himself. At once, a blue river flowed between them, small but visible against the white of the bird and the white of the snow still falling, even in the midst of such strangeness. The river began to circle both bird and man, reminding Simon of the mind-link that had saved Johan and himself from the executioner’s desert attack. He hoped that whatever the contact with the snow-raven had produced, the result would be the same now.


    Because the fire and the storm were one. The scribe could see Gelahn in the centre of it, his hands still outstretched towards the fearsome sky. The roars and cries that filled the air sounded more like men and women now, in pain beyond imagining. He wished he could cut out the sound, but it was not simply in the air—it was in his thoughts.


    Was this war always to be fought in both body and mind? Green tongues of flame shaped like accusing fingers flashed across the courtyard. They darted up to the mind-executioner, but the cane he held kept them at bay. They recoiled, springing around him as if to seek out something else to burn, something else to destroy. Simon could see shapes in the air, of people and strange beasts he couldn’t comprehend. The people were stretched out as if their bodies were suffering torments from which they could never be free, their faces etched with a shifting, dancing agony.


    He wanted to look away. He could not.


    The emerald fire slashed angrily against the fragile blue river, like a knife finding at last the kill.


    Ralph, he thought. Ralph.


    He could barely sense the Lammas Lord, Ralph’s mind nothing but a whisper on the edge of his consciousness. Another beat of his heart told him he’d had enough of waiting. As the wild storm continued and the flashing light continued to dance around the mind-executioner, Simon crawled a slow way over to the trembling Lammasser. The bird and the blue river came with him and the emerald fire did not overcome their defences.


    The moment he touched Ralph, the river flowed around his motionless figure also. The scribe could see cuts and bruises on the Lammas Lord’s body and face from where the fire had attacked him, but he seemed to be breathing. And the mind-whisper was still there.


    They had to escape, Simon realised. Somehow they would have to find refuge from the terrors Gelahn was summoning, or they would not survive this, with or without the snow-raven’s power. And, besides, who could tell how long that and the river would last? Without its protection, they would be lost.


    The scribe took a breath, weighed up the possible success of half dragging half carrying Ralph into the relative safety of the castle. Slim at the best, but by the gods and stars, he had to try.


    But just as he’d taken another breath and started to scramble to his feet, hauling Ralph with him, Simon realised everything had become silent. The storm vanished as suddenly as it had begun. At the same time, instead of being empty the courtyard was filled with people. For another second or so, the scribe didn’t understand who they were, then realisation kicked in. Ralph’s army. These were Ralph’s soldiers. The uniform they wore and the scattered helmets told him more clearly than if anyone had spoken the truth aloud. How had they got here? Had the mind-cane and Gelahn called them through the storm? Simon could think of no other explanation.


    Something about them niggled at his skin. They were silent. None of the men before him spoke, and they all faced Gelahn. Without wanting to, the scribe took an involuntary step backwards, still clinging to Ralph and the snow-raven. At once, the blue river vanished and the bird flapped its wings once, twice, coming to land a few hand-breadths away from him.


    The noise of this cut the silence like the howl of a wolf might break the stillness of an autumn night. The nearest soldier turned towards Simon.


    The scribe couldn’t help himself. He cried out, bringing his hand to his mouth to try and deaden the release.


    The soldier whose eyes he stared into was not alive, not in any sense Simon understood. The eyes were simply hollowed-out bone where an eye should be. Dried blood spattered strange patterns around the jaw and cheek bone whilst bare teeth grinned wildly at him. The scribe’s gaze skittered sideways from this vision of horror and found the same story in the other soldiers also.


    He fell to his knees, felt his skin burning whilst the snow-raven’s warning cry pierced all thought. Even as he realised the army of dead men was parting to let the executioner pass, Gelahn stood towering over him. The scribe did not know what to do, or how to react. It wasn’t necessary, because the mind-executioner simply smiled.


    “You see,” he said, as if finishing a conversation that had been interrupted and that they had both been pursuing. “You see, I have an army now. Today the last battle truly begins.”


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Eleven: The heat and sweat of battle


    


    Duncan Gelahn


    This is the best he has hoped for. Suddenly, everything he has ever wanted is here. All things have led to this moment. Through the aching year-cycles of waiting and waiting for what was always rightfully his, the Spirit of Gathandria is finally answering his prayers. He has put everything in place and the gods and stars of all things are acknowledging his faithfulness. The Lost One is with him, and he has the strange emeralds, the bird and the mind-cane. The land itself will soon be his.


    In the courtyard of Tregannon’s fortified home, the cane had spoken to him, its voice blending with the song of the emeralds and the colours hidden in the scribe. The way forward had been simple. Tregannon’s army were already there for the calling. They had been there all the time he’d needed them, but he had been too blind to see it or, rather, the right conjunction of time and place had not occurred until they arrived at the castle. Gelahn’s possession of the cane in their ancestral home must have enabled the emeralds to take on all the power they were heir to. Only then had the executioner understood how he could call the army into being and how he could command them without boundaries or dissent.


    He had had no time to convey this to the scribe. Enraptured by the glory of the moment, Gelahn had raised the mind-cane high in one hand, flung the precious emeralds in the air and focused his thoughts on the victory to come.


    It was then that his army had gathered, spinning their darkness and half life into existence at his command. Bone and skull and armour combined. The perfect killing machine, for what could be more unstoppable than an army of the dead? He had laughed aloud at the realisation, not caring about the scribe’s terror or the bird’s protection of his two companions. No matter. Both would do his bidding now. He had no need for more mind-games with Simon Hartstongue. Neither was Lord Tregannon any kind of a threat with his destroyed thoughts and his weakened body.


    Everything around Gelahn had glittered and everything was suffused with the emeralds’ light, focused as it was through the mind-cane’s strength. He had known then what he was destined to do.


    So he strides through the army of the dead, back to where Simon is trembling. The scribe shrinks away at his approach, his lips opening and closing, but no sound comes from them. Indeed, Gelahn is gratified to see the scribe sink to his knees, pulling the half conscious Lammas Lord down with him. There is always time for fear, whether in an ally or a slave.


    He reaches forward and grasps Simon’s arm, hauling him upward.


    “The time is now,” he says, seeing the incomprehension in the other man’s face. “While the power and the means to take it is here, we will travel to the land destined as mine.”


    With one sweep of the arm holding the cane, the emerald circle flows towards and across them all. Gelahn focuses his mind on the once fertile lands of Gathandria. Oh, how he will heal them. He will bring them in their poverty under the gentle shadow of his wings, give them the life they need, the life they can only get from his power. As for the scribe? Once the wells of the wisdom the poor fool cannot see have been fully drained, Gelahn will have no more use for him. The mind-cane will then be utterly his, and the executioner can live and rule those under him in perfect freedom.


    Even as these truths fill his thoughts, they are once more in the circle’s passageway, the executioner, the scribe, Tregannon, the snow-raven, the dogs and, most important of all, the great army he has summoned. This time, the journey is a smooth one and as Gelahn lands with his feet planted on soil, arm holding the mind-cane still raised, he understands where it is that his desires have brought him.


    The Gathandrian park with the weak and threadbare army of the Gathandrian men gathered before him ripe for the conquering.


    As he brings the cane down to his side, the massacre that will lead to peace at last has its way.


    


    Annyeke


    The winter cold was settling in and, without the great Library’s bulk, the winds from the south had nothing to stop them. Annyeke shivered as she rose to her feet, still thinking of the silence that had, for a short while, been so delightfully hers. Bringing herself back to the present, she allowed her command to cease the stories’ collection to flow from her thoughts and out to her companions.


    From across the park, a great flash of emerald fire exploded through the trees. The roar of it deafened her inner mind, knocking her backwards and onto the ground again. She scrabbled for safety and a wave of cool flame passed over her. It was a thousand times more deadly than the Library fire. Annyeke felt a terrible darkness hidden within the light, but all she could think about were Johan and Talus. They were at the park, battle-training. What was happening to them? And all the time, around her, women and children were crying and, from further away, men were shouting.


    The terrible sound passed into the distance, but something had been left behind, something she couldn’t grasp. She couldn’t see anything in the immediate vicinity. Iffenia had vanished. Where was she? They had been standing together and now the other woman had gone. She should have paid closer attention to her. Only the snow and the feeling of loss cloaked Annyeke. Something had happened, the world was wrong, off kilter more than it had been.


    Shaking her head to dispel confusion and concern about what her missing companion had done, and why, Annyeke scrambled to her feet, shaking off soil and grass from her skirts. She could see other people were following suit. Heart beating fast, she knew something more was expected of her, now more than ever. She shut her eyes and concentrated. It didn’t take long to find what she sought for, the air all but vibrated with it. Gelahn and his forces were already upon them. Too soon. They had once more breached the sacred gap between worlds and were, even now, streaming in through the far side of the park. Because of Iffenia? By the gods, she could not be sure.


    She opened her eyes again. For a long moment, Annyeke’s glance took in the salvaged tales of her people, those from the destruction of the library and those they had shared aloud and in their own hearts today. She knew then what she had to do.


    Listen.


    She hadn’t thought the word she’d carved out in her mind would have the effect that it did, but everyone around turned towards her at once. Even in the midst of this new emergency, Annyeke found she was pleased with the ability to garner such instantaneous attention. She, Acting Elder of the Gathandrian people, had to rise to the occasion.


    Take up the stories, she said, using only her thoughts to convey the command. Take them quickly and follow me. The enemy is here and we must meet with him, before it is too late for us.


    She gathered an armful of stories, old and new, from the stacks near the once majestic Library and began to run towards the sound of the explosion. She didn’t need to look back to know the women were copying her act, hurrying after her even in spite of the orange streak of fear that gripped them. It hovered over them all. In Annyeke’s arms, the tales made her skin prickle, words rubbing against her flesh as if singing in a voice she was unable to reach after. She had no time to listen to them. All she could think about was Talus and Johan in the park, where she could see a bright tongue of green fire rising to the skies and then falling, over and over again so there was no break in it. A circle, she thought, it’s a circle. What was it doing? She slipped on the packed down snow that covered the streets. She couldn’t run fast enough, would never get there in time.


    Then her feet met something solid hidden in whiteness and she stumbled forward. A strong hand saved her from landing winded on the earth. When she looked round, it was Iffenia. Where had she come from? She saw a green and fiery light in the other Gathandrian woman’s eyes that had not been there before, as if the glow from the circle of fire could be found also in Iffenia’s face.


    “What is it?” Annyeke demanded, trying and failing to shake her arm free. “What have you done? It’s because of you that Gelahn is here, isn’t it? The battle has begun.”


    For a moment, the air between the two of them was silent, although the echoes of the explosion and small aftershocks still haunted Annyeke’s ears, and the cries and gasps of the crowd of women hemmed them in. Then Iffenia spoke, but the voice was not hers.


    “The battle is yours, Annyeke,” she whispered, her tone deep and edgy. “So you must never join it.”


    Then Iffenia pushed her fiercely onto the ground. Stories rolled away, landing in snow, their small centres breaking under the strain, words leaking into air. Annyeke cried out, more in frustration than fear, and struggled to push the sculptor away from her.


    Other hands reached out to pull them apart, but it was no use. Iffenia seemed possessed with a strength Annyeke and the other women had no way of fighting. Neither could she understand her attacker’s words, though they were ones she had used herself only recently. Why was the battle hers? It was Gelahn who fought them, and they were not the instigators of this war, either in the mind or in the body. No, the words were meaningless, but none of that mattered. She had to get free, she had to lead her would be army, with the tales she hoped would save them, to where the war had commenced. But more than anything, she had to know if Johan and Talus were safe. If they weren’t, she’d…by the truth of the gods and stars, she didn’t know what she would do, but someone would pay.


    And she could start now.


    With a sharp cry, Annyeke punched Iffenia in the eye with all the strength she could muster. There was no way on Gathandria she was going to be defeated by this elegant, silver haired woman, no matter who else might be holding her mind-power at the moment. Redheads were always stronger, everyone knew that.


    Iffenia gasped, but didn’t weaken. Annyeke found her fist pushed aside and held down, and at the same time Iffenia reached out towards her head.


    Whatever happens, she mustn’t touch me.


    Acting purely from instinct, Annyeke twisted her head towards the approaching fingers, opened her mouth and bit down on them hard.


    Iffenia screamed and this time the voice was her own. Seizing the opportunity, Annyeke scrambled out from underneath her body and tried to get to her feet. Willing hands from the crowd struggled to assist her efforts but, with a roar, Iffenia grabbed her legs and the two of them fell again.


    The battle must be yours, Annyeke. Fight it.


    These new words filled her mind, but she didn’t know where they came from. For an agonising heartbeat, she couldn’t even recognise who had placed them there, but then the realisation swept over her.


    The First Elder. But how?


    Even as she thought that question, a figure rose up from the snow, dark and bloodied against the pure whiteness and deep holes where eyes should have been. It must have been his body she’d stumbled over when first she fell. Now he was barely Gathandrian, simply a mass of dying flesh and pain. What had Iffenia done to him? Had he ever found shelter? Bile rose in her throat but she swallowed it down.


    It was then that, suddenly and shockingly, his story overwhelmed her and the First Elder’s voice was the only one she heard.


    *****


    I am at the Great Library. Both of us broken beyond repair. The darkness in front of my eyes is tearing into my mind and I can barely think. The world is out of kilter and what I had thought I was a part of does not exist. I cannot find Gathandria in my senses. The pain blocks out everything.


    I had so many things I want to tell Annyeke, but none of them have any meaning now. Everything has changed. The old stories are lost to us and, as she has commanded, we must sculpt new ones. I thought I could somehow, even in my disgraced state, help to save the Library, but I have failed even in that task. The mind-cane and the snow-raven who brought me here have other visions I can no longer see. Surely my fellow elders can help Annyeke, but they are so far away. It will take them half a day-cycle to get here. By then, it will be almost night and the battle will have commenced.


    Annyeke thinks what she has seen now is the beginnings of the battle, but I know it is not. That is what I must say to her—this is what she has to know—but even as this wisdom fills the part of my mind not blasted by pain, strong hands are taking hold of me, lifting me up and half supporting, half carrying me away from the place of destruction.


    One of them I do not know and one I do—Iffenia, the wife of the Second Elder. She is at my right side. I recognise her mind as it links to my shattered thoughts. It is her touch and the scent of wood shavings she bears on her clothes that brings my disorder into a kind of peace or, if not peace, then at least stability.


    Come, she says but not with spoken words, we must find shelter.


    As she speaks, what I have known falls into place and my blood cries out a warning. It is she, it is she, it is she, but she does not yet know it. Unable to respond or to understand fully what my own soul tells me, I submit to her ministrations and at once the colour blue fills my imagination. It is the most violent shade I have ever seen, but it is neither my nor her colour. Iffenia’s character is a subtle grey, like the chairs her husband used to make, whereas my own is mauve. Where has this terrible blue come from?


    It is the Lost One, she says. He is most truly lost.


    You have seen him? The words do not appear in the right order in my thoughts but, nonetheless, Iffenia seems to understand.


    Yes. This morning, before the fire.


    It is not the answer I sought. The sudden down-lurch of hope makes the pain shatter my mind once more. As she speaks to me in the connection running through her fingers on my arm, we are walking, to where I cannot tell. But the fact of movement is itself a steadying hand in the midst of the blackness of her strange anger and grief that fill the air between us. It makes me want to cry out, but I have no voice. Instead, the grit and soil carve out their patterns on the underparts of my feet; I can feel each small puncture like a gift that focuses me on a lesser pain. The air is unexpectedly cool on my face and the threat of snow overpowers the remains of the fire-heat. I notice if I think only of the physical, then the mind-pain is kept at bay, although not vanquished.


    The two women and I stumble through streets I know only from memory until at last the air changes, and Iffenia alters her pace. All I know now is I must go with her. Her suppressed hatred of me nibbles at my skin like wood beetles.


    We’re home, she says.


    For one sky-spun moment, I imagine she means my home, but of course she does not. The smell of wood shavings deepens and I feel the velvet warmth of her door curtain brush against my shoulder.


    The unknown woman at my left guides my hand until my fingers touch the smoothness of polished wood. She then steps back. For the first time I feel alone. I am breathing hard, unable to re-form my world out of what it once was into what it is now.


    “I must go,” the strange woman says. These are the first spoken words between the three of us.


    “Of course,” Iffenia says. “You have your family. You must go to them.”


    Her voice comes to me from further away than I had anticipated, from the other side of the room, I think, though my memory of the crafting-area is poor. I had not felt her step away, but I feel the stranger go. With all that I am, I long for her to stay, but Iffenia waits for me and I will not harm another by begging her not to leave us.


    “Thank you,” I call out as I hear the curtain rustle and the air swoops in. I do not know if she hears me.


    It is only when she has gone that I understand fully how much the woman I am with despises me and how much she has been holding back. The words family, love, cowardice assault me from every side and, from instinct, I raise my hands to fend off what I cannot see and cannot touch. At once, I stagger, supported only by air, and grasp the table again before I fall. It must have been the presence of the stranger that has kept this grief in check. Well, it is set free now, with something underneath it that I cannot yet fathom.


    “Please,” I whisper when at last I am able to. “What do you mean?”


    A silence. And somehow that is worse than what came before it. I have no idea what Iffenia is doing. I cannot see it. I am afraid to use the remnants of my mind to sense her intention, even if I had that capacity any more. Slowly, as if any swift movement would break the sudden impasse between us, the stool curves its way into the back of my knees. I sit down. Words bite at my skin and thoughts, but I cannot interpret them.


    Finally, she takes a sharp breath and speaks. “So. You are here. I did not intend you to sense all of that but, even so, you are here.”


    With her voice come images—she and her husband, his narrow lips set in a line that contains a sorrow I have never paid heed to, and the river of black between them as he abandoned her in order to follow me.


    The noise of my swallowing is loud in my ears and the words are at last on my tongue.


    “Forgive me,” I whisper. “I did not think about those left behind when I walked away from the damage I had done.”


    “No,” she replies and this time her voice is close, almost at my ear. “No. You did not think. That is the truest thing you have ever said, Daagmund Winnland. You did not think about the fact the Council of Elders would follow you out of loyalty, though the tradition of faith to the Chosen Elder is as real to us as any of the ones you chased after in your foolishness. Neither did you think of the wives and families you tore those elders from. For who is to say we will ever see them again? The snow-raven brings you back, but where are your fellow elders? Where are the ones we love? All of them chose to be with you but, when you return, you return alone. Where is your own loyalty?”


    “They have not come to harm, I swear it.”


    Iffenia laughs but the sound of it is as dark as winter. “I do not believe you know what is harm and what is not. Because of you, the great Library is no more and the attack from the mind-executioner is all but upon us. Outside of the city, how can any, however wise, ever hope to survive what is to come?”


    She is right. I know it. Gelahn will sweep through all that is unprotected, and the minds of the people are the only fragile defence we have. Those who are not amongst us are most open to destruction. On all sides then, I have been lacking. I raise my face to where I hear her breathing.


    “I do not know,” I say and let the truth of that also slide through my flesh. “Show me what I can do, Iffenia.”


    Whether or not she will kill me, I am open to her decision. She makes a sound, somewhere between a groan and a cry, and something in the colour of the air between us eases. I know then I will not die here, although suffering will come. Too soon it will come, too soon. I do not know whether that will be a blessing or a curse. Even so, behind the great wall of the emotions she carries, I sense a greater power, hovering within her as if feeding off her despair. Does she know what the executioner can do to all of us with just one who hates? And if I dare to tell her, how will that be for us then?


    What we will do is this, she says, unwitting of the greater battle already being fought around us both. I will ease your body’s scars and then both of us will do whatever Annyeke commands. It is the womenfolk, I think, who must try to save us today.


    *****


    Unable to help herself, Annyeke gasped, tried to escape the power of the First Elder’s mind-story, but there was more, so much more to come.


    


    *****


    Before she left me, Iffenia spun a mind-net for protection, but she and I both knew it was for imprisonment. She did not want Annyeke to know what I have discovered. I could feel the fluidity of it in my mind, but the colours were wrong, not the surface of them. Oh no, all there was as it should be, the blues and greens of safety vibrating my thoughts into a softer more attentive shade. Still something felt wrong, though I said nothing as she lifted the curtain and I felt the chill wind penetrate her sculpting room. Then she was gone. My skin felt prickly, but the sharp pain in my eyes was such that it swallowed up all else in its wake.


    I feel that way still.


    I should sleep, but sleep will not come. Nor do I want it to. I feigned it when Iffenia left, the remnants of my skill such that she did not discover my deceit. Her mind was elsewhere, playing with the beginnings of realisation. When she realises the extent of how her hatred has brought betrayal, and how the mind-executioner has used her mind-rebellion, her love for her husband and hatred of the Lost One to slip easily into our lands, what will happen then? Of all people, I should know how the heart’s greatest desires can bring treachery. We are companions in wrongdoing, Iffenia and I. Nor did she see the liquid she gave me was poured out under the washing cloths stored beneath the table. At least, that is what my hands told me they were; my eyes, of course, are beyond it.


    So I wait until the fullness of the silence seeps in. As I sit, I reach out in my thoughts to the remnants of my mind-strength. It is hard to link with it as each fragment is so very small. I cannot even find the special place that each Gathandrian except one holds within themselves as a point of refuge; the door to it is nailed shut. If I could dwell there, even for a moment, the task would be so much easier and, perhaps, then, the pain in my eyes would fade, but I cannot afford to dwell on what is impossible; I must work only with what can be done, however meagre. Slowly, so slowly, I pull my mind-strength back to the centre of what is left. The effort of it makes my body shake and I slip from the couch onto the floor. The smell of dust and wood shavings wraps round me and tiny slivers of clay pierce the skin on my knees. A flash of what the room I am in looks like fills my mind, scattered tables and half finished sculptures, bowls of water for keeping the dirt at bay, and windows placed to get the best of the daylight. I remember I visited once, many year-cycles ago, in happier times.


    What I recall does not fit with the message my body is giving me. The pieces of my mind gel together, but the journey seems achingly slow. There is something else in the darkness I cannot see, something I have missed, and which, as former First Elder of this land, all my instincts are telling me I should know.


    All I can experience, however, is only in my thoughts. The world of objects is too new to my taste and touch, hearing and smell to be fully understood without the help of memory.


    So it must be something in my mind, something else Iffenia has sparked off in me. The edge of discomfort nags more deeply; I must see to it, if I can, before I may continue with my task. Without the star-blessed focus of what I am doing, however, and with the uncertain mind-net, will I lose the light hold I have on my reason? No matter. I have committed worse atrocities than madness. I take a breath, try to straighten my shoulders, and let go.


    As in my thoughts, I step away from the rebuilding of my mind, the net Iffenia has left tumbles in. I had discounted it, I am a fool. The fluidity of its colours is as insubstantial as water and as deadly. It flows swiftly through the slow re-gathering of my mind, wiping away the bond that has been holding it together and, even as I try to cling to the pieces of myself, they are gone.


    Just as I open my mouth to scream, the net sweeps through my very self. The shock of disintegration, mindful not physical when, all around and within me, I find only emptiness instead of memory and senses, at least from within, although outside me I know it is still there. Something clings to me, though, a hovering presence in the darkness. Not Gathandrian, neither man nor woman, but connected to our inmost private longings. A dagger made from the night with the breath of fire contained inside it.


    How has Iffenia made such a thing? She must understand more of what she has done, and with whom she had allied herself, than I realise. That, too, she has hidden from me, from us all. It must have been deliberate; its concealment in the everyday reassurance of a mind-net does not smack of the innocence I assumed. She has taken this moment of unimagined terror and hidden it where none would seek. For what purpose exactly? I cannot fathom it. One thing I know, if this danger in the midst of the land is allowed to be free of whatever Iffenia uses to control it, then the greatest terror will not be from the mind-executioner, but from ourselves.


    How true that has always been.


    I find myself taking in great gulps of breath, but neither strength nor purpose comes from them. I only know one thing. It is vital for Annyeke to hear this. After all, Iffenia is with her, or will shortly be so. What dangers might her presence bring to the woman I have set in command of Gathandria? What dangers, then, for the land’s future?


    If only I could see.


    What good could that do? Perhaps my lack of sight has allowed my mind to see what my eyes and the eyes of others cannot. If so, I will use such a gift.


    I back away, feeling behind me with my hands until I reach the wall. It’s a slow process and, once, I almost stumble over the stool I’d forgotten about. On the journey, my fingers run along Iffenia’s carving table and the dust of it clings to my skin. The strange fluidity of the dagger of the mind follows me. Like a spider’s web, trying to brush it away only worsens it. I have to find the gap, send out the rest of my strength to Annyeke through it, if I can.


    All the while, my heart beats out a warning. There is so little time.


    At the wall, I sink downwards until I am half sitting, half crouching on the floor. Now, I must try now or the time will have passed me by and I won’t have the ability for it. So I wait for the slimmest portion of the daggered net that surrounds me to come to the forefront of my thoughts. Only when I sense its presence, shimmering before me like a morning mist, do I plunge the remnants of my mind towards it. Wild singing and the feel of crimson crushed against my body, slicing at flesh, the jaggedness of falling. For a moment, I almost believe the mind-net has tumbled away and I stand in black space, panting. But it cannot be like that; mind-nets when destroyed leave damage and the tatters of their shape amongst thoughts. They do not vanish so utterly.


    The next moment, the fact of the net’s presence swoops back around me, slashing the darkness with red and flame.


    I have not even reached the merest hint of Annyeke. I have failed at the first step of abandoning myself, with no strength of thought to attempt a second onslaught.


    How many others like Iffenia dwell amongst us? How much hold does the mind-executioner really have in our thoughts and our land, or indeed all the lands? And how can we bear it?


    My mind is as useless as my eyes. But there is yet something I have left. My body. The idea of this and what I must surely do fills my blood with grief, for mind-nets can, if one has the knowledge of it, be partially defeated by the decisions of the body, but none have ever lived for long afterwards.


    No matter. I am fated for death. The stars and gods decree it, and perhaps this end is what I was made for. I am weighed in the balance and found wanting. Bearing the heaviness of my thought-prison in my mind, I stagger to my feet and walk forwards. With every step, the pain my eyes have been holding onto sweeps over my flesh. It feels as if small angry knives pierce my skin over and over again and already I can feel the warm oozing of blood upon me. The mind-net is becoming physical. Slowly for now, but it has begun sooner than I have feared. And who is to say when its cruel pace will quicken?


    I am nearly at the door and can feel the chill dampness in the air that speaks of snow when the full power of the net kicks in.


    Pain.


    My flesh and blood are caught up in a red darkness that forces me under and I forget how to breathe. It is a river, but more than a river. The whole weight of soil and the vast expanses of sky crush me down until I am as small as a termite. All my bones are shattered and I no longer know my own shape. For a time and a time, or perhaps for all eternity if I only knew it, I huddle like a child on Iffenia’s floor. I know this as the daggers tearing into me allow me to see it so I do not have the mercy and forgetfulness of death. My only task is to suffer pain and to stay here until it is over.


    It will never be over.


    The despair that thought brings and the bleak truth of it drives me further downwards so my own thoughts are hacked into tiny fragments and I can no longer connect with them. My knowledge of my self is beyond my reach. A deeper darkness fills me, as if night has plunged in where only twilight dwelt. Soon I will be entirely gone and there will be nothing left of me to think at all.


    All my mind sees is darkness. Yet one small fact remains untrammelled. I must go forward. I can no longer remember why. I can hear howling, faint but clear, but I don’t know whether it comes from my thoughts or whether it is in the world I cling to. The fact of this makes my heart beat ever faster and I know that, wherever I am, I am shaking.


    The floor beneath me shifts.


    But no, it is not the floor shifting. It is my body that has eased itself onward, towards the sensation of air. Even as I do this, I understand it is not courage or strength that drives me, but fear. I have to get out. As if an unknown voice has spoken aloud into my mind, I know I must escape and soon. For it is from the sculpting-room that the mind-net gathers its power. If I stay, I will die and truly.


    Each time I drag myself onward, knives flicker and dance through my body. In my mind, I am almost beyond pain, the understanding of it more than I can acknowledge, but skin and bone take the brunt of the attack. I drag myself through the sticky warmth of my own blood. Nausea hovers in my throat, but I turn aside from its lure. I cannot afford to give in to anything that takes me away from the task of reaching the outside. Nearer and ever nearer, and now the howling is louder, too.


    I should know what that means, but the memory is lost to me.


    And, finally, I am there, the heavy curtain brushing my head, adding its weight to the torment of both flesh and mind, and the night air pulling me into itself.


    Softly, slowly, I fall into snow. It layers the ground. The cold is like another source of pain, but it pierces the darkest of nights surrounding me. At the same time, the howling stops. It is then I remember the mountain dogs. Drawn by the scent of my blood from whichever hell they have been hiding in, I sense their lust for meat just as the knives of the mind-net finally release me.


    There is one thought only in what sense of myself I have left. No matter what, and may the gods and stars take me, but I must reach Annyeke.


    *****


    


    Annyeke cried out as the death story of the First Elder filled her thoughts and as it came at last to its end, even though somehow in the real time-cycle it had lasted only a moment—a long, low cry full of foreknowledge she could not express. At the same time, the First Elder flung himself upon Iffenia where she still held Annyeke pinned to the earth and tore at her arms and throat. Iffenia fell sideways as if a wave from the sea had swept her clear. She screamed, a sound that pierced Annyeke’s mind, made her press her hands to her ears, even though it wasn’t purely physical.


    She scrambled back from the struggling Elder and Iffenia. She found herself helped to her feet by the nearest Gathandrian women, stood swaying in the falling snow as the concern of those around her clothed her.


    Iffenia was still screaming. The breath from her throat spun crimson into the chill white air. Her head was turned aside from the Elder’s sightless face and Annyeke could not blame her. His eyes seemed to be melting, red flames pouring over his skin and over Iffenia’s body also. Annyeke cried out, trying to take a step towards them, though she had no idea what she might do to help, but those around her held her back, shielding their faces from the sudden influx of burning heat.


    Another scream, a burst of wild green fire streaked with that terrible red, and everything in the immediate vicinity fell silent. It was as if a barrier had been placed between them and the larger world so that none could cross over the boundary to reach them and neither could any of them escape into whatever lay beyond. Even the snow vanished for the space of two heartbeats.


    Then the Gathandrian world, its pain and its hopes, its battles and its dreams of peace one day, came floating back, and Annyeke could see that where the First Elder and Iffenia had been fighting, only one body remained. It was blackened and ruined beyond anything she had seen before. The taste of bile once more filled her mouth and she spat it out. The woman next to her vomited into the snow and Annyeke held her shoulders, murmuring sounds she hoped were soothing, although her words were blank.


    When someone else was strong enough to take over, Annyeke took a breath and walked toward the destroyed corpse.


    It took all her courage to do so. With each step, she told herself she had no choice but to discover the truth. She was Acting Elder and this was her responsibility. But, even although she had understood the weight of the role she had taken on, she had never imagined it would be so difficult.


    Not like this.


    She knelt down beside the body. Aware of the demands that would meet her when she turned round—the newly-commenced battle and the need to defend their land—she peered down into the face of the dead Gathandrian.


    It was the First Elder. The colours of his mind tinged the surrounding air in shades of green and black before bleeding into nothingness. In her mind, she intoned the traditional prayer for the dead, feeling the echo of it in those accompanying her.


    Oh, great Spirit, do not judge what we cannot change and see only the places where we have tried to be what we should. May the spirit of this man rest in your one true Spirit.


    No time for anything else, though she knew later there would be a reckoning for what had happened here.


    She rose to her feet. “Come, then. Now we must fight.”


    As the group of them began to run towards the park, clutching the tales they hoped would help them, Annyeke had only one thought in her mind. If that was the First Elder, where was Iffenia?


    


    Simon


    Once again, the scribe was cast into the midst of a battle he had never sought and, once again, he found himself unprepared for the fray. When he’d consented to follow the executioner, he’d had no real choice. He’d wanted to live and, no matter what Gelahn said, Simon knew that refusal meant nothing but death. The thought had also flitted through his mind that if he stayed close to his enemy then he might be in a position to undermine him at some future point, something Ralph had said to him once, a lifetime ago. It had been the hope of a soldier and Simon was not a fighting man. He dropped to the ground and laid Ralph on the soil as gently as he could. As the Gathandrian parkland exploded round him into men and weapons, shouting and terror, he saw the green fire from Ralph’s emeralds surround the mind-executioner. Jagged determination drove him to do something, although he didn’t quite know what. Simon reached towards the fire and it snarled and spat at him so he fell back, almost knocking over the snow-raven.


    The bird opened his beak and let out a harsh cry. It could be heard even over the rising noise of bones and battle. The sound splintered through Simon’s head, leaving strange trails of white and orange in its wake. The snow-raven opened his wings and lunged upwards into snow-filled sky. The scribe leapt after him, heart pounding, his pulse tightening in his throat. His fingers met bright feather, but slid downwards as the bird continued to rise.


    “No,” he yelled upwards, snow spattering his hair and stinging his eyes. “Don’t leave me.”


    Too late. The raven was gone. The scribe was left alone with one man he could not trust and who had tricked him into doing what he did not wish to, another he could not bring to consciousness, and an army of the dead he could barely bring himself to look on. Not to mention the terrifying dogs, scrabbling to their feet around him. He wondered whether he, too, might die today and, then, how that might feel.


    A wave of Gathandrian men pounded across the grass towards them and he caught a glimpse of Johan and Talus at the very front of the onslaught. Gods and stars, how would this day end? The look in Johan’s eye, the sensations he could catch from his friend and cousin, even at this distance and in such circumstances, made him cry out in horror. Johan believed he had betrayed them. The truth of this was like the blackest of night against his face, a covering he could not claw through into the light, if any light remained.


    “Run!” he cried out to them both, as if his feeble voice could lend wings to their feet when no escape was possible. At the last second, Johan stood in front of his young companion, but Simon had no hope that such an act was worth doing.


    Blood and bone and a deep abiding terror surrounded the battlefield. Green fire roared in his ears, and the bodies of the long-dead skeletons shone in the eerie light and clattered like rock on rock with every movement. As Simon looked on, Johan lifted a curved sword high into the air so that the last of the dying green fire made it gleam, and brought it crashing down on the bleak bones of the soldier nearest to him. The soldier simply brushed the sword away as if it was nothing but a feather on the wind and thrust the short knife he held into Johan’s side.


    The scribe cried out as Johan fell to his knees, blood oozing from the wound. The screams and shouts of people fighting and dying around him tore into his understanding, sent it spinning into a vacuum he could not seize hold of. For two heartbeats, he thought his cousin was lost, but then Johan staggered to his feet just as his undead enemy pulled back the knife. Johan leapt towards his other side and landed on the soldier’s left arm and the two of them fell grovelling to the snowy earth. The scribe saw where he twisted round and scrabbled at the soldier’s loose armour and then the two of them were rolling over and over together across the parkland. He could see them no more. At the same time, the clash and din of battle rose to an even greater height. Blood splashed over the earth and a falling body almost crushed his leg. He knew then it was the first of the Gathandrians to die. But please, by the gods and stars, not Johan. Not Johan.


    Please, great Spirit, help us.


    He turned towards Ralph, the need to find safety for them both uppermost in his mind, but strong fingers seized his shoulder, hauled him upwards, and spun him round. Just before he found his balance again, Simon spun a mind-net round the Lammas Lord. He didn’t know how effective that might be, but for the sake of the past and, yes, his own illogical heart, he had to try.


    The man he stood facing was a very different concept. But then again, perhaps not. The mind-executioner’s eyes shone a deeper shade of black against the dusky afternoon light, all but night now, and the scribe shivered.


    No. Gelahn’s next words cut through Simon’s thoughts and left scars where understanding should have lain. From now on, you will stay with me. Always. Together we will win this war and rule over the land. Everything will then be as it should and the past will never have been at all.


    The scribe gasped.


    Gelahn smiled. But none of that matters, does it? Now you have me. You are at last on the winning side.


    Then he began to thrust his way through the battling throngs, dragging Simon with him. Blood splashed onto the scribe’s clothes and face as one of the skeleton soldiers plunged a knife into the throat of a hapless Gathandrian. The iron taste in his mouth made him gag, but there was no time for mercy. He stumbled after the mind-executioner, panting hard and fighting to keep upright in the throng.


    From somewhere, he managed to speak, although the words refused to stay in his head. “These…these people, Gelahn. Th-they are not fighters. Please, don’t massacre them, I beg you.”


    He couldn’t see how, amidst the noise and horror, the executioner could possibly have heard his useless speech, but still the man dragging him forward stopped abruptly and turned to face him. Gelahn’s eyes were as impenetrable as the sea that had almost been the end of Simon. Around them, a net of protection cut out the sound of war for a few moments, even though the scribe could still see what was taking place. By the gods and stars, he believed he could see it even if he shut his eyes. Perhaps he would see it always.


    Gelahn spoke into the strange silence and this time his words were not simply those of the mind.


    “These people imprisoned and tortured me,” he said, “for long, long year-cycles that you, in your simplicity, cannot even begin to imagine. Oh, yes, you will say it was their leaders, not the people themselves. But in the mind of a Gathandrian Elder, the voice and desires of the people are most truly heard. Do you think they do not deserve punishment? All of them? And revenge does not rest with a balanced measure but must give back with interest where it was received. You see, my friend, vengeance is the most pure thought that exists through all the lands we know. It brings justice and clears the past of its wrongs. When that is done, then, and only then, will mercy begin. For then will I have the power to show it.”


    Gelahn clicked his fingers and the world came tumbling in again. The scribe’s heart beat wildly at what his captor intended, and how he might fulfil his deadly dream. The darkness seemed to close in around his mind, tear at his flesh. It was impossible to deny it. What the mind-executioner wanted would surely come to pass.


    As Gelahn continued to drag the scribe through the field, intent on some purpose he could not twist out of him, Simon caught a glimpse of the great black cane with its silver carving. The glint of it almost blinded him for a moment or two before the snowfall came between them. At the same time, a current of air swept over him and he glanced up to see the snow-raven as it twisted in flight above. What was the bird doing?


    He had to get the cane and use it against Gelahn somehow. But how?


    The executioner laughed and this time Simon felt the full strength of his presence in his mind. Fire tracked through his thoughts as they had the first time he’d met Gelahn, the first time he’d succumbed to him. He gasped and tried to cry out, but his throat was constricted and he could form no words, not even a scream.


    Gelahn pulled him closer. Now the scribe could see the glints of crimson in the darkness of his eyes. It was as if the Gathandrian was on fire from within, driven by a power Simon couldn’t begin to comprehend.


    Oh, yes, the executioner whispered in the scribe’s weakened mind. I hear all you think and all you are. Because you are mine and you can never break free from me.


    Then where are we going? If all I am is yours, then what harm can there be for me to know it?


    Simon didn’t know where the courage to fling those thoughts at his captor had come from, but then another flash of silver from the mind-cane held him and he felt its warmth pierce into his skin. The sudden small shaft of pain made him blink, but then it was gone. Even so, he could feel something in his mind had changed. He glanced at Gelahn but the executioner gave no sign of having seen anything unusual, but the emeralds at his belt glowed a deeper green for a moment or two before subsiding.


    Then the mind-executioner spoke, out loud.


    “We must get to the Gathandrian Library,” he said. “There all things will be made as one. There will all our journeys end.”


    


    Ralph


    The last thing he remembers is an explosion—in his courtyard. The mind-executioner has the emeralds he longed to keep from his enemy and Ralph cannot fight back. How that has galled him, not fighting back. But his mind is like water and he cannot stand within it.


    There is Simon, too. The scribe who reads him better than he’s ever been read. Ralph tried once to tear him apart, but he has not been destroyed. The Overlord does not know whether that truth brings him grief or joy. Still, he remembers the scribe and his touch upon Ralph’s arm as everything rushed away from him. A circle of fire, dead men wearing the insignia of Lammas soldiers, and the mind-cane in Gelahn’s hand tumble through his thoughts for a moment.


    Then, nothing.


    No, not quite nothing. A sense in his thoughts that everything he understood was vanishing and he was being swept away into a world he knew nothing about. Now the world is still again, but the air smells different. There is no longer the scents of stone and earth, but something sharper. Cedars, perhaps? And the clarity of snow. The noise is the same, however, as it was just before the world tilted. The noise of war and the beginning of war.


    Ralph opens his eyes. The first thing he sees is falling snow. The second thing is the dogs. A curse rises in his mind, but he wipes it away. No time. He clambers to his feet, surprised at how weak he is, but prepared to fend off all attackers, whether man or animal. None challenge him. In a moment, he understands why. Around him, his own soldiers are fighting an army of people he does not know and it takes him a moment or two to remember why—the executioner’s desire to make war with the Gathandrians. These must be that people though Ralph does not recognise the field they are in, not a field but more like a parkland of sorts. They have arrived here in a manner he cannot begin to fathom. For now, the soldiers, who fight with a frenzy of clashing as if their very bones are fighting, too, act as a barrier so no assailant can reach him. There are so many of his men he does not know how Gelahn has called them up so quickly. Is this another memory he has forgotten?


    As for the dogs, they are focused on something other than him. Their jaws drip with blood and if Ralph could hear them above the din of war he is sure they would be snarling. A flash of something long and white appears from within the shifting blackness of their bodies and he gasps.


    The sound of strange wings above his head and the glimpse of Simon’s snow-raven as it circles away and a sudden strength impels him forward, towards the mountain beasts. How he wishes for a sword at his belt, or at least a strong knife, but he possesses neither weapon, just the overarching desire to stop what it is they are doing, to stop them and tear them apart if he can. With a wild cry Ralph leaps at the nearest dog, the one holding in its jaws the severed remains of an arm. A woman’s. He seizes the limb and rips it from the dog’s devouring teeth. As he does so, he sees the rest of the dead girl’s body is already being divided by the pack and his gorge rises.


    He has been too late. Though, even as he leapt, he had known it. No time to retreat. The dog he has thwarted for no real purpose other than honour howls and jumps towards him. Its eyes flash red against the snow and he raises both fists, prepared to do battle as best he can.


    Just as the creature of moving stone bares its teeth ready to sink them into his neck, something bright and glittering interposes itself between them. A sword, a weapon Ralph has longed for. It proves useless in destroying the mountain dog, but it twists the animal in flight so it lands with a grunt at his side. The soldier wielding the sword steps forward, raises the weapon again. Ralph is about to call out a warning to this liege-man of his, but it is then that he sees the skeleton fingers and the fleshless grin beneath the helmet.


    This army Gelahn has raised is not one of the living, but of the dead. May all the gods and stars have mercy upon them. Those who have perished in the Lammas Lands have been called again to fight and there must surely be no victory that is not theirs. Ralph’s dead have come to reckon with him once more and there is no sin of his so deep it cannot be brought into the light.


    No matter. Right now, the dog is the enemy. In battle, tides turn and turn again so quickly, and one must fight to win and make what brief allegiances one can. So Ralph watches, panting, as the undead soldier brings the sword down on the animal for a second time. The dog leaps sideways and the blow falls uselessly on the earth. The remainder of the pack howl their anger into the bitter cold air, but none of them makes an attempt to attack. The soldier turns his skull towards Ralph just as the animal recovers itself and leaps towards the dead man.


    Keeping his sightless gaze upon his Overlord, the skeleton catches the animal in his bony hands and tears it apart as simply as if it is nothing but the morning bread delivered by the maidservants. Bone has defeated rock, and the dead that walk again overcome the mountain life.


    While Ralph watches, still speechless amidst the din and screams, the soldier executes a clumsy bow and marches back into the fray. The dogs make no further move to harm him, although their eyes continue to glint crimson. An enemy of his has been slaughtered, but the battle against those with whom he has no real quarrel continues, and he does not know how to bring it to an end.


    Still, he must try.


    Behind the dogs, Ralph sees a small outcrop of rock. It will be a good vantage point to assess how near the Gathandrians are to defeat for he cannot see how the battle can be won. Neither can he see how anything after will turn to the good, should the mind-executioner get his heart’s desire. He stumbles to the rocks. It’s astonishing how weak he is. It’s as if a part of his mind has disappeared entirely and the usual connections between thought and limbs are no longer to be found.


    The dogs snarl at him as he passes, but he doesn’t slow his pace. Under his hands, the rocks feel hot in spite of the snow. The land is burning up. Perhaps it is dying. Another issue he does not have the knowledge to solve. Best then to stick to what he knows, the ability to read a battlefield, to understand which way the victory is turning and where its weaknesses might be. This is the one talent he has that his father never tore down. It is truly time to use it to the utmost.


    As Ralph crouches on the rock, keeping an eye out for stray or deliberate weapons, he takes what is left of his mind and sifts out the noise and the pain, all the colours of orange, red and black. They have to go before he can see what he must. It takes longer than usual, and he wonders if this is what Gelahn has done to him, but at last he sees it, the field of war laid out before him like a game of strange logic. The Gathandrians are losing, that much is obvious. They are not a fighting people but the weapons they wield surprise him. Ralph thought that, even in a physical battle with deadly enemies such as this one, they would use only their minds, and perhaps their fists, to try to hold back the tide. Instead, they carry swords that sparkle, lengths of wood that do not shatter against the skeleton enemy although neither do they overcome them, bricks, stone and strange metal shapes that burn and glow like small fires in the midst of destruction. A moment later, he sees these objects do not come from the land, though they mimic the forms that can be found throughout their countries. No, they are made by the thoughts of these people, whose power must be greater than he had imagined.


    It is something about the stories, the past and present combined, the tales they tell to ease the time away—legend and dream, words and the mind. Still, he has never seen the power of tale-telling change the world they live in as clearly as this. It is, however, no match for the undead army Gelahn has raised from Ralph’s people. His eye scans bloodied limbs, wounded flesh, the terrified eyes of dying men, and women, too. By the god and stars above, there are even children here. It is Ralph who has helped this to happen and the deaths of all these poor ones lie heavy on his shoulders.


    As he turns away, a cry he will not voice lying trapped in his mouth, another sweep of movement draws his attention again, a darker blackness against the blood and bone and destruction. A man in a cloak strides through the confusion and uproar as if he is simply walking across a field. A glimmer of green surrounds him, and Ralph recognises the colour of his emeralds at once. The mind-executioner. And with him is Simon. They are leaving the battlefield. Somewhere more deadly and vital to Gelahn’s mission—Simon’s, too, perhaps, though Ralph cannot believe it—entices them and he does not know what will happen to any of them if they get there.


    Denial floods his thoughts as if it has been waiting for that moment to be heard. At the same time, too far away for it to be anything other than Ralph’s own blood and wishing, he thinks that Simon flinches and half-turns towards him before the executioner’s unstoppable purpose pulls the scribe forward again.


    No. He must follow them. At the same time, on the far edge of the battle arena, at the place where the parkland and trees give way to shattered buildings and rubble, a vast group of women appears. Leading them is the red-haired woman Ralph saw the first time he came here. His heart skitters in his chest and his throat turns dry. They are running towards the fighting when in all reason they should be running away. Around them, and hovering in their arms, slide glimpses of words and meaning, shifting and repatterning themselves constantly with every movement. More stories, more tales to add to the ones the men and women already fighting have turned into weapons. Will they prove to be the Gathandrians’ salvation or will they, however explosive, prove as nothing against the all-conquering army?


    He has no way of telling. Gelahn is almost upon the women. Simon, too. The mind-executioner raises the great cane and fire spits from its carving. The red-haired woman stops running and stretches out her hands as if to defend her would-be army. From his right Ralph hears a great cry that pierces the fragile mind-silence he has structured. It’s somewhere between a shout and a moan and, when he glances at its origin, Ralph sees a tall, dark-haired man straining towards where the woman stands. Something about him is familiar but it slips away from the Overlord’s memory and cannot be found. The tall man is at least a field’s length away from the woman and it is impossible for him to see her. He does not have the vantage point that Ralph does but, somehow, he senses her presence and, in his glance, the Overlord catch a hint of the colours that once flowed between the scribe and himself.


    While Ralph stares at him, a skeleton hand rises up to one side. A knife lies in the bony fingers and is swept down at the man’s face. Blood gushes out and he hears the tall man’s scream echoing in his head. The sound of it galvanises the Overlord into action. Slipping down, almost falling, from the rock, Ralph begins to run towards him. Out of all the dying here, it is this man more than any, more perhaps than Simon in this pure moment of time, that Ralph wants to save. He has no idea why.


    He reaches the soldiers and, with a loud shout, tries to clamber through to where he last saw the so familiar stranger. At the same time, something hooks itself into the torn fragments of Ralph’s cloak and the ground disappears from under him.


    


    Annyeke


    She had never heard anything like this noise, the noise of battle, either in the flesh or in the mind. She could barely comprehend the skittered thumping of her own heart. A wave of blood and pain and terror filled the park area, the trees, the grass, the earth itself. Screams and cries and the crashing of mind-weapons. It was like the centre of a storm, one she could not escape. She jerked to a halt, spreading her arms wide as if to protect those women she’d brought with her from a horror surely impossible to contain. She wanted to run. She did not. Her feet would not let her, her body seemingly responding to its own hidden purpose when her mind was telling her to go. Flee. Escape.


    This was what they had prepared and not prepared for. This battle. A war to end all wars and something they would always remember. Annyeke blinked and took a breath. It tasted iron, like blood. She scanned the field, trying to steady her limbs, and saw soldiers who were not soldiers but dead men—skeletons, even—dressed in the armour of the Lammas Lands. Lord Tregannon’s men. How dark had his life become that it had come to this? She saw her fellow Gathandrians, too, eyes wide and muscles straining, fighting against a tide of death they could not overcome. In her thoughts she acknowledged great waves of shuddering colour, black, red, green and orange that jarred together, making the sound of dying men and women even louder. Where were Talus and Johan? She had to get to them, save them if she could.


    They weren’t the only colours, though. A slow stream of blue edged its way into her realisation from the shadows. She recognised it. Couldn’t for a heartbeat tell who it might be…


    And then she saw him. The scribe, the Lost One, appeared from the midst of the scenes of clashing pain before her. He plunged to his knees as if an unknown hand pushed him towards the earth. His eyes were wild and staring, his tunic torn and his whole body shook as if he would never be able to stand again.


    She cried out, took a step in his direction, and a figure coalesced in front of her from amongst the white bones and fleshless teeth of the Tregannon soldiers. In one hand, he held the mind-cane, glittering black against the snow and, in the clasped palm of his other hand, he held something that gave out a green shifting pattern she did not comprehend.


    “Gelahn,” she whispered. “You’ve come at last.”


    “Did you think I would not?” he replied.


    And then he struck her with the cane. A shaft of agony hit her mind, exploding thought, desire and memory. She went down, slipping on snow and crying out sounds no one but she could hear. Wild fire played in her head and she couldn’t breathe. Didn’t know how to. She heard the Lost One call something to her, her name, but she couldn’t make out the words. She could have been lying in the snow forever, or it could only have been the space of a heartbeat. It was impossible to tell, but at last the pain seeped away and she knew her mind once more.


    She got up, faced the mind-executioner, brushing away a damp strand of hair from her forehead. His tunic was torn at the shoulder and his cloak was barely there, but the power that flowed from him meant that was as nothing. The heavy darkness of it surrounded them both. No, all three of them. A slight movement on her left told her the Lost One was also now on his feet and she no longer sensed the presence of the women she had brought with her, or the stories they carried. Her own tales, the ones she’d snatched from the Library, were dust between her fingers, the snow washing them away.


    Not turning round for fear of what Gelahn might do, she straightened her shoulders and tried to make herself taller. A thankless task.


    “What have you done with the women?” she asked him. “Those who came with me to this field of death? And what have you done with Iffenia?”


    The executioner smiled and gestured with his hand so Annyeke saw he held small emeralds in his grip that made the air around them a shifting green. “Some of your women are dead, and some are not. Either way, it is no matter. It is as the Spirit of us all decides. Iffenia is no longer here, but she will return in a time and a time for you, after a fashion. Her hatred and despair have been useful to me and it will not be forgotten. But even if all are dead, they could not reach us now, for the end of battle, the time talked of in all our legends, has begun.”


    She heard someone groan. She thought it was herself. A light touch on her arm and she glanced around to see the Lost One. His eyes were wide and he was panting as if he’d been running for a long, long time. Perhaps he had.


    I’m sorry.


    Annyeke didn’t know if he was sorry for what was happening or what was to come, but she nodded, anyway. Tears filled her eyes at the understanding that she had brought some of her companions here only to die, but still she did not turn round. She refused to ponder on what the executioner had said about Iffenia. Although her heart was beating fast and she could not glimpse a small fraction of what might come, she knew she had to stand her ground, for what it was worth.


    “You did not have to kill those who would not have been a threat to you,” she whispered, the pain at the side of her head where the mind-cane had hit her beginning to throb. “Your quarrel is with the leaders of our city and, therefore, only with me.”


    Gelahn laughed. She didn’t like the sound.


    “Oh, yes,” he said, his tone cool and mocking. “Our revered elders are so busy with their own regrets that they put an untried girl in charge and expect her to be enough to stop me, when I have planned this for years, dreamed up every scenario in my head while enduring the tortures your people’s leaders subjected me to. Did you think I wouldn’t have thought of you? When I had all the time in the land to think of everything, even the Lost One himself?”


    With that, the mind-executioner flicked the cane in Simon’s direction. A tongue of silver flame exploded in the space between the two men, heading towards the scribe. Annyeke cried out a warning but there was no need. The Lost One put up his hands in an attempt to provide protection but the fire had already stopped. It hovered next to his face, almost licking his skin but not quite. Annyeke could see the sweat on his forehead, the way his body shook.


    Her eyes flickered back to Gelahn. Had he meant to kill the scribe? What would he do now, and who would he destroy? But, to her surprise, the executioner was smiling.


    “Yes,” he said, talking as if only to himself, but his words were clear to her, written in crimson across the air and snow. “Yes, for now the threat can be made, but it cannot be completed. The Spirit and the mind-cane are still waiting. There is more to be done.”


    His words shook Annyeke out of her inactivity. Yes, there was more to be done. And before the executioner did whatever it was he was going to do, she wanted to make her mark also. Before she even knew such an act had been decided, she launched herself towards Gelahn while he gazed at the shifting white flame, and tumbled him to the ground. For one wild moment, she felt his surprise flooding through her thoughts and then a knife hit her mind again and she screamed, falling backwards and scrabbling at her face to try to ease the pain.


    Let her go. Please. She is not your enemy. I-I beg you.


    The words from the Lost One spun between them, forming a net to keep the worst of the attack at bay and giving her a ledge of thought to cling to before she was lost entirely in the stormy seas. She clung to it as best she could, cursing her own foolishness. This battle was not one of childish gestures, it had to be fought from the depths and maturity of the spirit.


    The air around her mind grew still and she could sense no familiarity there. Then, just as suddenly as it had appeared, the pain vanished and she opened her eyes to find herself lying sprawled on the ground looking up at Gelahn. The flame still hovered and she could see that Simon had not moved, although he leaned forward as if to spring to her defence, which he had already done, indeed. Her fingers spasmed and she felt the warmth from the stories she had held easing over her palms.


    “The scribe is right,” the mind-executioner said. “You are not the enemy I must fear most. You are nothing but a witness to my glory. And there are others who must also witness me. Look, they are already here and the preparation is almost done.”


    A sudden rush of wind and wings above her and something heavy knocked her down, leaving her scrambling on the icy earth and out of breath. For a moment, she had no idea what it was and then the sense of his nearness washed over her.


    Johan.


    From instinct, Annyeke grabbed him, trying to see if he was harmed. Her fingers felt the heat of blood on his face and side, and her skin turned clammy and cold. Johan.


    At his side, she saw a curved sword, as bright as the midsummer cycle or a burning star in the darkest night. It was there at his belt, powerful and deadly, but also not there. A mind-sword, she thought. He succeeded in what he sought, then, for Gathandria. This is how they had been fighting.


    At the same time, at her side she heard the Lost One’s indrawn breath and his mind’s cry. Ralph. The sound of it filled her thoughts with a river of sparkling blue that just as quickly vanished. However, she continued to feel the shakiness of the scribe’s mind in hers. Gelahn’s laughter punctuated her defences and she staggered to her feet as the sound of flapping wings, a faint tremor above the continuing noise of war, drifted away. The snow-raven must have brought both men from the heart of the battle to here. She needed to know why but, whatever happened, she was determined to face it standing. A moment later and she felt Johan’s frame slip next to hers. A glimpse sideways showed her the jagged gash on his face, the blood already congealing. He was breathing hard and holding his side. She couldn’t see where the Lost One or the Lammas Lord were, and didn’t dare look. She wanted to keep her eyes on Gelahn who watched them, head slightly cocked towards the battlefield as if listening to a sound or a voice only he could hear. Her heart skipped a beat. He gripped the mind-cane, twisting it in his hands and then he stretched his arms wide and laughed. It was then that her body, her mind, all that she was tumbled headlong into the dark.


    


    Duncan Gelahn


    He stretches his arms out wide as the mind-cane bucks and begins to sing. In his gaze and in the net of his thoughts, he can see the four companions the great bird has brought to him. First, the Lammas Lord. He is no threat to him. Indeed, the Lammasser’s mind is barely discernible. The only power he has is his ancient connection to the emeralds, but Gelahn possesses them and knows their strength. Secondly, Johan Montfort, his face scarred from the fighting, his body and will on the brink of collapse. The mind-executioner senses his anger and also his weakness. He sees how these two men are here, part of the final victory he will win only because of the people who love them most. Simon the Scribe, the Lost One. The bringer of power. He will use that power well and then the scribe’s meaning will be lost. The Lost One and the Lammas Lord can die together. And Annyeke Hallsfoot with her courage and her foolishness. She is the one about whom Gelahn knows least. Her mind is shadowy to him, something he cannot quite grasp. A gift she has that he cannot overpower? No, the Spirit has told him failure is impossible, so the red-haired woman is no threat to him.


    These promises and this knowledge flood through his head as his arms stretch wide. He opens the palm of his hand where the emeralds sit and allow them to form the circle of green. For he knows it will take them to the place where all things will be decided, to where, indeed, all things and all stories that cling to them began. The heart of the great Library of Gathandria, the place where the Spirit dwells most in the land.


    


    Annyeke


    At the very last moment before the circle of green enfolded them into its sparkling light, Annyeke heard a sharp cry and felt the curve of small fingers in her palm. Talus. She had no idea how he’d managed to get through the sweat and press of battle to reach them, but she knew whatever danger he might have faced there could not be one iota as terrible as what the mind-executioner had in mind.


    She tried to fling him away from her, outside the spinning green, but he clung on, and in any case it was already too late. The six of them—Gelahn, the Lost One, Ralph, Johan, Talus and herself—were flung upwards into the air as the circle began to spark and roar, and the sound of a mighty wind filled Annyeke’s ears.


    Then she was spun round until she no longer knew the direction of the sky or earth, and the greenness flooded through her mind and skin. All she could do was clutch at Talus and hope this wild journey was soon over.


    Annyeke landed with a thud on something hard and cold. As she opened her eyes, she saw the green circle had vanished and the snow which had been falling for hour-cycles had now turned to sleet. Somehow, on this day when everything was changing so fast, and only for the worst, that fact did not surprise her.


    Neither did it surprise her that they had landed in the centre of the ruined Library. She saw the broken shelves, the shattered stories half obliterated in the snow, felt the emptiness where the spirit of the books should be. Struggling to her feet, she brushed back her hair with one hand and shoved Talus behind her with the other. Her heart raced. The mind-executioner was already standing. His face was as calm as if he’d gone through nothing more strenuous than a summer stroll in the park land. The cane was quivering, glowing silver and a deeper shade of black, in his grasp.


    As she opened her mouth to speak, though only the good Spirit knew what she might want to say, Gelahn raised the cane and a spear of silver light flashed from its carved top through her flesh, blood and thoughts.


    Annyeke screamed as all the sensations of pain and terror she had ever known ripped through her consciousness. Then she felt nothing.


    


    Simon


    The scribe opened his eyes just in time to see Annyeke fall, silver sparks leaping from her skin and hair. He saw Talus beside her, reaching out, and snatched the boy, holding him back as the fire from the cane hissed and sang. The effort made him sink to his knees, and the sound of the mind-executioner’s laughter filled his head. All the hopes he’d had somehow to find the chink, the vulnerable point of the mind-executioner’s plan, and to turn his victory around on itself, vanished away, if they had ever been there. He should not have pretended to agree to Gelahn’s requests. As he had already acknowledged, he’d been a fool to think he could ever trick a Gathandrian so versed in the art of deceit and the legends’ mysteries.


    Panting hard, he turned to face his enemy, and knew in an instant his mind was as open to Gelahn as a cloudless day. The executioner laughed.


    “No,” he said. “I am not your enemy, Simon Hartstongue, for all your wishing it so. Not yet at least.”


    While he spoke, Simon heard someone groan and, a moment later, Johan staggered to his feet, taking several faltering steps towards Annyeke who continued to lie across the Library’s broken stone slabs without moving. Gelahn took no notice as Johan fell onto the ground beside her, leaning forward and whispering her name as his hands stroked the hair from her face.


    Trying to ignore them both and to turn his thoughts aside from the silence that lay behind him where Ralph’s mind should have been, the scribe continued to stare straight at Gelahn. He couldn’t stop the shaking of his body, though, and cursed once more his own weakness.


    “You don’t have to harm her,” he whispered. “Why do you need to when the power and victory in this bloodied war are so obviously yours?”


    From the corner of his vision, he saw Johan gather the still motionless Annyeke in his arms and press her against his chest, moaning. Talus gave a low cry and tried to pull away, but Simon held on. Gelahn grimaced and swung towards Johan and Annyeke, lifting the cane upwards. The green glow from the Tregannon jewels flowed over it.


    The scribe almost ceased to breathe. Whatever the mind-executioner did next, he knew from somewhere deep inside him that Annyeke couldn’t survive it. No. Not another death. He would not—could not—allow it.


    He stretched out his hand even as the cane flashed emerald and silver in the dying afternoon light. Without warning, his thoughts seemed to leap to meet its brightness even though he still remained kneeling on the rough broken flooring. He sensed rather than heard Ralph’s sudden awakening, a lurch in the channels of his mind where the connection of memory was stored. For a heartbeat or two he was flying. In his own mind, not in the reality of the city’s destruction, in the vast rivers and plains of thought, he was caught between silver and green and black and the colours danced and fused within him. Music flared from his blood and the notes were more than honey in his mouth.


    When he breathed again, he was back in the Library, facing destruction and the curse of the endless death, but something had changed.


    Something had changed, and Gelahn saw it, too.


    


    Duncan Gelahn


    He sees it the moment the river’s tide turns against him. He sees it, but he cannot understand how it can be so. The mind-cane is his, as is the strange power of the emeralds. How, then, can the silver and green fire flow in a direction other than that he has intended?


    Annyeke, the foolish woman who thinks she can best him in the type of mind-war she has never even heard whisper of, should be dead. That is what he has wished for, no matter whether it is necessary or not. But the scribe has stood between him and his purpose and something has shifted. Indeed, for a moment or two, it was almost as if the Lost One was not there at all, but that cannot be so. The emeralds have not formed their circle of passage and, besides, the half Gathandrian is too weak to run. Still, Gelahn must change the way the air is flowing. He cannot let the Spirit’s work die, not after so much endurance and so many day-cycles.


    Gelahn opens his mind to the full as he brings the cane down, pointing it towards where Simon stands, unwary. At the same time he stretches out his other arm and speaks the words he has been longing to say, perhaps since before he was even born:


    Come then, come, Great Spirit, and let the work of cleansing begin.


    For a heartbeat after the echo of the plea has left his thoughts, there is a strong and sudden silence. The distant throb of battle is stilled, and even the soft hush of the snowfall is unheard. Gelahn takes a breath, and the air lights up in the darkness. All the colours of gold and rose, sea blue, herb green and morning grey rise from the floor, the shattered walls, the dust itself that is contained in the mystical Library of the city. All the stories are coming to the mind-cane’s call. They are coming and, when all the stories are one, with their colours and textures, their voices and their desires, then will the age of contentment truly begin.


    The mind-executioner cannot help himself then. He laughs. The stories will cleanse every unrighteousness from the land. They will come to him and then everything he has always longed for will be his.


    


    Ralph


    He cannot feel his mind any more, and what he sees makes no sense—a man wearing a patterned black cloak that hangs torn from his body. He holds an ebony and silver cane in one hand and a handful of glowing emeralds in the other. The green depths of them call to Ralph, but he cannot make out their voice. There is something he must do—soon, but he does not know what it is. He hears someone groan and knows it is himself. In that moment he sees, though does not understand, a number of things. There is a woman lying to his right, perhaps dead, being rocked in the arms of a weeping man. Her red hair is fire against the whiteness of the snow around them. Between them and the man in black stands a slight figure of another man. This one is trembling, breathing hard as if he has been running for many fields and has still not found a resting place. He is beautiful and something about him makes Ralph’s blood sing. At his side beyond where Ralph lies, he sees a small boy held in the slight man’s grip.


    The final and the most confusing sight of them all is the colours of stone exploding, floating upwards as if unfurled from the air. They are like pages of a book, but he sees no parchment or papers. All of them drift and fly towards the man with the jewels and the cane. He is laughing.


    And the only thing Ralph understands is that he must stop this man from gathering them up, but he does not know how.


    


    Annyeke


    In the darkness of nowhere, something held her to the life she once knew. She could feel Johan’s arms around her body and his warmth brightening her skin. He placed his fingers against her head, and she sensed unknown sparks in his blood as he tried to reach her, discover if she was still alive.


    Annyeke.


    There was so much behind the way he said her name, so much she had understood for so long, but which was new to him. She longed to respond but could not. She could not even move. The death, sweat and terror of the battlefield filled her mind as Johan tried to make contact with her thoughts. For a long moment there was nothing, and if Annyeke had had the gift of crying she would have done so.


    Then, suddenly, the colours. They startled her. His were muted, earth browns and soft yellows and blues. Of course, she knew the colours Johan lived by; she’d worked with him so well over the year-cycles. She was green and red and silver, but mainly red. But he’d never linked with her quite in this way. The truth of it—the truth of him—plunged through her like falling stars. She sensed his indrawn cry, the way the link between them swept aside all his doubts, everything he’d ever wanted to hold back from those around him. From where he stood deep within her silent mind, Johan began to run. The ground under him, the foundation of her own mind, was honeyed gold, its warmth easing them both. Around her the sky was a clear blue, no clouds, no breeze, no birds. In fact there was nothing there except the ground, the air and the streaming colours that moved and shimmered with his every step.


    She could not tell where her memories were. This scene should be filled with shapes and patterns of her past, her worries, her joys, but she could not grasp them or turn towards the man she loved. What had Gelahn done to her? A wave of crimson rose in her blood, filling them both up until Johan, still running, opened his mouth and cried out. Strange words flew from his lips in jagged shapes and patterns. He raced after them, eyes scanning left and right as he ran. She wanted to hold him still, but he would not look at her.


    For too many paces, the air and sky remained empty. Then, when he was as near to her as he had ever been, he stumbled to a halt, air slamming into his throat. The moment he stopped running, she saw his body begin to shake and the way he struggled for breath. Half bent over, he turned towards where she lay, a mere shimmer on the soft ground. She heard the words then, the words in his mind that he could not stop repeating. She heard them over and over again.


    Where is she? Where is the woman I love?


    The gold from the earth began to sing. The harmony of it raced through her bones and blood and skin, and Annyeke felt the echo of it rise up from her body into the air around. Surely, he would see where she was now. She could not go to him, this song was all she had. Nothing happened. Her golden song began to fade. She had so few notes left. She breathed the last of them out, knowing none remained beyond them:


    I am here.


    Johan turned towards her. She felt the shape of his chest pressed against her body as he took another breath, and the patterns that had spilled from her song flowed around and in front of him as he ran, until the final pattern formed an avenue of colour between the two of them.


    He fell to his knees next to her. When he touched her and his eyes opened truly, she saw what he saw reflected in his gaze. Not the woman he knew now. No, this Annyeke was younger, barely out of childhood but still with that red hair he’d come to love, so much, so very much.


    Beneath his gaze, the child-woman Annyeke stirred and he reached towards her. She shifted, finding at last that his closeness restored her ability to move, and opened her eyes. Before he could speak, she sat up and gripped his arm, pulling him closer. She understood what she must do.


    “My own emeralds,” she whispered. “You must take them, give them to the Lammas Lord. Now.”


    “Your emeralds?” he stammered. “I don’t know what you mean. It is you I must save. That is why I am here.”


    “No.” Releasing him, she reached up to her face and, before Johan could cry out a warning or try to stop her, she had slipped her own fingers into her eyes and plucked them out. The pain of it coursed through her and, at the same time, the air around them both turned to night.


    Johan cried out and fell backwards to escape from the torrent of blood and brightness that flowed from her eyes. She plunged after him, scrabbling with crimson hands on the golden earth. She tried to calm the frantic beating of her heart, ease the taste of bile and terror in her throat, tried to make him understand. But he was at that place before her and his courage made her miss her breath.


    “What is it, Annyeke?” he said softly, but with still the lilt of fear in his voice. “Tell me what you want and I will do it.”


    Without sight, with blood scarring her skin, she felt like a steady river shattered by a storm that would not leave it. She took hold of Johan’s hand, opened his trembling palm and pressed what were once her eyes into his grasp, folding his fingers down to hold them there.


    Then she spoke again, “These are for Tregannon. He will understand. Now you must go.”


    “What can the Lammas Lord do with your eyes?” he asked her, his voice full of tears. “How can it help us? How can this help you?”


    “Trust me. It will. Take them to him.”


    Finally, he rose to his feet. “I can’t leave you, Annyeke. I won’t. I…I love you.”


    Annyeke nodded at the truth of it, even now and even here, opened her mouth and spoke again.


    “You understand it at last then, Johan Montfort,” she whispered. “I have always loved you, from the very beginning. Now, please, for the city and for the land you must go and do as I have said.”


    


    Simon


    The stories were all around him; he could sense their whispered messages folding into his skin. In the colours and smells of history, legend and more recent events, he found the hearts and minds of the people. The tales surged towards Gelahn, and the scribe knew in a moment as if he had known it all along that when the spirit of the Gathandrian Library came together with the emeralds, the mind-cane and its executioner, then the power Duncan had longed for would most truly be his.


    He should have seen it before. The destruction of the Library released the power of the stories, that same power the Gathandrians used to connect with each other, to defend themselves and to live. Gelahn knew that power and he could use it against them. But why hadn’t he simply done this when he’d escaped? The question flitted through the scribe’s mind, but he knew as he stared at the mind-cane what the answers might be. It had something to do with the Tregannon emeralds and the gift of travel they possessed. Gelahn had not then had them and, besides, somehow the cane’s best power existed only in his own presence. He, then, Simon Hartstongue of the White Lands, was the catalyst for what was to come. The only one who could make things different.


    Then he would stop it. The epitaph of destruction was not one he wanted carved on his bones forever.


    He took a step forward just as he noticed the noise of the battle had ceased and that all he could hear was the growing rattle of bones. The dead soldiers. They were closing in. He could not tell what would happen now, what terrors they might bring and how the executioner would use them. Unable to help himself, Simon cried out even as he forced his body towards the wild-eyed Gelahn.


    Wait.


    The word reverberated through his mind, its accents as familiar to him as his own blood. Swinging round, he saw Ralph swaying in the snow, barely able to stand. His eyes were as dark as winter and his face scored with grief. Around him, the patterns and shapes of all the stories in the city flowed, but he did not seem to pay them any heed.


    The Lammas Lord tried to walk, but had no strength. He fell down, scrabbling on whiteness, both arms stretched out as if begging for help. His eyes were fixed on something Simon couldn’t see, something behind him. Even as he made to help the fallen man, a green light flashed from a point the scribe couldn’t see, and darted towards Ralph.


    Before the scribe could even think to cry out a warning, Ralph had grasped the light which flowed through him like water. Simon could feel the further shattering of the Lammas Lord’s thoughts as they splintered outwards. He turned to see where the danger had come from. Annyeke sat upright in Johan’s arms. Her eyes were bloodied, but her hand remained outstretched, pointing towards Ralph. As he gazed, a second flash of green rolled from her fingers into Johan’s waiting grasp where it burnt and spat on his flesh. With a cry, Johan flung the sparkling flame towards the Lammas Lord. Simon gasped and stepped forward, determined to stop this strange chaos if he could. He was brought to a halt by Ralph’s command.


    Stop.


    It was directed at him, Simon knew, not at Johan or Annyeke. He ducked as the green fire darted over his head. Ralph caught it expertly and once more emerald light spread over his hand and arm.


    Simon, come to me.


    Without question, the scribe obeyed, losing his grip on Talus as he did so. The boy ran to Annyeke, dropped by her side and began to weep. By the gods and stars, the scribe should have learned Tregannon was not to be trusted, but his body—no, his blood—paid no heed to the logic of his thought and he found himself a mere breath away from this man who haunted him so.


    “What should I do?”


    Take the emeralds.


    Despite the lunacy of what he was being asked, Simon reached out so the jewels dropped into his hand. The next moment, the fire Ralph held flowed into and through his own body. Everything stopped, or, rather, everything moved on but he was caught in a circle from which there was no escaping. He shut his eyes. Ralph held him in his arms and he felt the other man’s warmth against him. It was as nothing compared to the heat of the emerald fire. This was not the circle through which they had travelled, but something utterly different, a sensation he could not name. Flame and legend, truth and history and dreaming. The scribe felt as if his very flesh was being changed into something greater than he could ever have imagined. It was as if he was being made one with the stories and the dreams, with the longing and the hope.


    He knew then that what the Gathandrians said about him was true. He could not understand how it had happened or why, but he knew. He opened his eyes and spoke the words that had been hidden from him for so long.


    “I am he,” he whispered to everyone and to himself most of all. “I am the Lost One.”


    


    Ralph


    The moment the scribe speaks the words, his eyes shining a strange green at Ralph as if he can see all that the Overlord is and all he has hidden, the mind-cane in the executioner’s hand dances into the air and falls into Simon’s grasp like a bird returning to the falconer.


    Ralph holds the scribe in his arms. He finds he has the strength to do so, though he doesn’t know how. No time to question it. This is the first time he’s touched Simon since he laced the rope round the scribe’s neck in the Place of Hanging at the castle, as himself, that is, and not with the mind-executioner’s voice in his mouth, his enemy’s thoughts in his head. The sheer fact of the scribe’s skin plunges Ralph’s blood into unaccountable heat and Simon’s gaze locks with his. Ralph thinks it’s the first time he’s looked at the man, really looked at him, since…since he doesn’t know when. Something in the scribe has changed. He can see it as clearly as if this were daylight and they were back in the quiet of his castle rooms. There are a thousand words on Ralph’s tongue that he wants to say, but he understands none of them will be welcome. It is not the time.


    Use the emeralds, Ralph says, mind to mind with no words wasted. May they bring you the power you need.


    Simon nods, as the Gathandrian stories swirl and dance around them, streaming towards the now ecstatic Gelahn. He steps back from Ralph, turns away.


    


    Duncan Gelahn


    The mind-cane is gone. He sees the green flash travel between the Hallsfoot woman and the Lammas Lord, knows what Ralph will do with it, and he is too far away to stop him, even with the original Tregannon emeralds still in his grasp.


    He has come too far to lose now. Surely the great Spirit will not allow it. Here, in the Library he has destroyed in order for the stories contained in the walls to be more truly his, he must be the master of the lands. It is written, it is spoken. It must be so. The stories dance around him, touching his mouth and mind with their colours and shapes and song.


    Nonetheless, the Lammas emeralds seep out from under his authority. He can feel their pull towards the fresh jewels Annyeke has created. Some of the essence of their power must have been leeched from him during their encounters. He did not feel it vanish. She must have more to her than he suspected, enough to form new jewels from the shadows of his.


    Gelahn doesn’t like the turn in the flow. Even as Ralph passes the newborn gifts to the Lost One, the two of them standing so close in the freezing snow that they could be one man, one mind, Gelahn’s thoughts have leapt to a thousand possibilities for victory. Of which, one is the nearest and most enticing. The boy crouches at Annyeke’s side. The two Gathandrians do not look at the executioner. The transference of the new emeralds has taken all Annyeke’s strength, and Johan’s mind is on her alone. Love, Gelahn thinks, is indeed a devil he can use.


    Before the Lost One has turned away from the Lammas Lord, his hand glowing a deep green from the magic he holds, Gelahn launches himself across the small space between them, stories clinging like fireflies to his torn cloak, and snatches the boy away. Even as he does so, he feels the cane’s power growing through its contact with the scribe. From his belt, he draws his knife.


    The child cries out, but Gelahn pulls him closer, bringing the knife up and slashing through his hair with it. At once, blood pulsates outwards from where the dagger has pierced skin. The boy falls silent.


    A scream fills the air. It is louder by far than the approaching soldiers of the dead who are responding to the Library’s victory call. Bone on bone and the harsh clang of metal. Hallsfoot stands, one arm steadying herself against Montfort’s shoulder. Her face is the face of a skull and her eyes as black as night.


    Her scream ends in a sudden sob and she takes one step towards him. The mind-executioner does not know where that strength comes from, for she has surely suffered enough for death to take her, yet she still lives. He grips her young charge tighter and raises the knife once more.


    At once, she stops. He sees her body shake.


    Through the soft enticement of legends, the last of them crowding around him, Gelahn speaks, with his mind only. They do not need to say the words aloud.


    Give me the emeralds you have made and the cane you have stolen, he says, and the boy will not have to die.


    


    Annyeke


    Whatever happened, Talus must not be harmed. It was Annyeke’s first thought as, from what seemed like a thousand field-lengths away in her shattered body, she watched the mind-executioner—that demon—snatch her young charge from her side.


    Strength poured into her from the depths of the earth, from the wild patterns of her own blood. She stood. Somehow, she could see again, the gods and stars alone knew how. She sensed Johan at her side, his arm round her waist holding her upright, but her whole mind-attention was on Talus.


    Before she could do anything to stop him, the executioner drew something thin and bright from his belt and slashed once across Talus’ hair. Blood spurted upward and the boy slumped in Gelahn’s arms. Annyeke opened her mouth and screamed. She could feel the bones of her face pressing against her skin, a mirrored mockery of the undead soldiers of the battlefield, even now closing in on them. Her scream ended in a sob and she began to run, towards Gelahn.


    The next moment, something forced her to stop and she would have fallen, except for Johan’s sudden shout and steadying hand. When she turned around, the Lost One stood behind her. He was more than simply Simon the Scribe now, though she could not understand how that could be. His flesh and face glowed green and he held the mind-cane before him like a sword. It was the emerald light that shone from it that had stopped her. He shook his head at her, stepping forward.


    


    Simon


    The time was now. He could sense it. The moment Ralph opened his fingers and dropped the emeralds into his waiting hand, the patterns inside him stopped their unstructured dance and slotted into place. At the same time, he could feel the heat of the Lammas Lord’s gaze as if it were the first time they’d ever looked at each other. Knowledge and pain, memory and grief, and something deeper, too.


    No matter. Everything then happened at once, as it always seemed to, he thought, in his encounters with the people of Gathandria. Gelahn snatched Talus from Annyeke’s side and split his young head open with his belt-knife. Annyeke’s answering scream, more rage than terror, pierced them all.


    Then the mind-executioner’s words, spoken to Annyeke, but meant, he knew, for him.


    Give me the emeralds you have made and the cane you have stolen, he said, and the boy will not have to die.


    “As you wish,” Simon spoke aloud, his words glancing like fire knives through the air. He sensed the dark lurch of Ralph’s confusion and the intake of breath from Johan. No matter. He strode forward, the mind-cane giving him the ability he needed. His thoughts were fizzing, as if an unseen fire of his own burned him from within. And he found he wasn’t afraid of the flames.


    There were harsher enemies and other shores of life to be afraid of, Duncan Gelahn, for one.


    When he reached Gelahn, the executioner smiled, but his eyes were wary. Simon thrust his free hand outward so Annyeke’s emeralds fell into the space between them. Green fire hissed and flared. The emeralds stolen by Gelahn sprang upwards from the executioner’s cloak, met their fellows in the air and roared into a circle of flame encompassing all three of them, the two men and the boy. Not just all three of them, but the intensity and colour of the Gathandrian stories, too. They pushed at his consciousness and his body, ideas and unspoken words beating like wings against his skin. Simon took a step back, had to fight against the urge to run. Where was his courage now? At the same time, the mind-cane touched Talus’ hair and the blood ceased its flow. The cane formed a link between Simon, the boy and Gelahn. Almost of its own accord, his other arm landed on the executioner’s shoulder so the scribe could feel the extraordinary power of his enemy’s skin under his fingers. All Simon could see was the green haze of heat and Duncan’s eyes.


    He knew Gelahn wanted to speak first and rejected that assumption, opening his mouth and allowing the words to frame the impasse between them.


    “I will speak,” he said. “I will tell you a legend to end all legends and that tale will be mine and mine alone.”


    


    Annyeke


    She barely stood, half sagging, at Johan’s elbow. She could scarcely believe her eyes were her own again, though the memory of what she had done in the realm of dreams clung to her. With all her blood, she wanted to fight, and fight now, however bitter the end. But the Lost One had spoken and something told her to wait, as she had done before, in the place of silence. The time for action would come, too soon, but it was not now.


    Johan, however, sensed none of this. She could tell his mind was too full of the physical world to pay heed to anything deeper. Was this what war did? Then, by the gods, she wished no more of it. Her beloved could see only the advancing dead soldiers, the enemy of them all holding Talus hostage, and Simon, his friend and cousin, grappling with the mind-executioner single handedly within the fire of the emeralds he’d seemed to yield to Gelahn.


    “Come on,” he shouted. “We must help him.”


    He leapt forward, clutching the thought-sword and she could not stop him. Neither of them, as the Lammas Lord followed instantly after. At the wall of green flickering flame, Johan’s best intentions tumbled helplessly into snow-filled air. The first touch of fire on his skin flung him spinning backwards, sending both men crashing to the ground.


    Tregannon cursed, in the old Lammasser tongue, while Johan rolled away and struggled to his feet, panting. As he stretched out a hand to help the Lammas Lord to his feet, Annyeke reached them, her limbs barely able to carry her weight. She had to make him understand, she had to.


    “Annyeke,” he whispered, but she shook her head to quiet him even as the flames danced and sang around them.


    When she spoke, she prayed it would be enough for him.


    “Hush,” she whispered. “It’s beginning. Simon’s last story. It might be the only thing to save us.”

  


  
    

    The Fourth Gathandrian Legend: Temperance and Greed


    


    Simon


    The Lost One stared deeply into Duncan Gelahn’s eyes. The mind-executioner struggled against his grip but, for once, Simon was too strong for him.


    “No,” the scribe said. “Not this time. This time the battle is between the two of us alone and the stories we tell, the stories that cling to us. We stay here until it is done.”


    As he spoke, Simon felt the searching arrows of his mind flow through his flesh and into the ebony and silver cane. From there, the shifting blue changed to starlight that pierced Gelahn’s skin and travelled upwards into his thoughts. The executioner drew in a sharp breath and gritted his teeth for a heartbeat.


    How did you do that?


    Simon did not know. He only understood the conjunction of the emeralds and the mind-cane in his hand had unlocked something deep within him he hadn’t realised was there. As the link between his thoughts and Gelahn’s grew more insistent, he shook his head.


    “No matter. The story you and I live in, and which must be fulfilled today, is this. It is a tale of temperance and greed, and will become the last Gathandrian legend you and I will ever share. Hear me now, and afterwards let the Great Spirit’s will be done.” As the Lost One began to speak, the words echoed in both their minds as well as in the air’s green heat around them:


    There once was a boy. He was born in a country he did not fully understand and had no hope of comprehending. Because two different worlds fought for supremacy in his blood, and neither could win, he was always a loner. An outcast, if you like. When he was young, something happened that changed his life. That event could be anything, but for me, Simon Hartstongue of the White Lands, it was the discovery my mind had more gifts than I could ever know about whilst I lived amongst what I thought were my people. For you, Duncan Gelahn of Gathandria, it was the coming of the Spirit into your thoughts—directly, not in stories and hints of something once known, as is told in all the lands.


    But what happens after this is far more important than all. What path will those two young men choose? How will they live their lives with the knowledge that has been gifted to them? Simon chose the path of moderation. Driven away by his father, he chose to live in the shadows, to run and not to seek vengeance. He learned not to expect too much, a coward’s way, but a temperate one. He even chose to turn away from the truth of the gift he possessed, to deny all he could be and keep on running. Ah, but Duncan was the opposite of this. When he saw what could be achieved, he wanted it. For the good of the people, he told himself, and for the health of the lands but, more than any of these, he wanted it for himself and for himself only.


    


    Duncan


    He tries to reject the words the Lost One is saying, but they are like daggers in the flesh of his mind and hailstones on the body. The stories swirl and dance around them, all the colours of their mysteries an impossible pattern he can no longer find a way through to victory. The cane tears at his skin and the emeralds burn his eyes.


    He wants to scream out a denial but what comes from his mouth is merely a whisper and the Lost One blinks it away. Duncan has never imagined his enemy, half Gathandrian and half Lammasser, can fight like this. He has never imagined Simon of the White Lands could one day be as adamant as himself, as harsh as stone, as bleak as winter.


    He has never imagined that whatever happens next might not be ultimately in his gifting.


    


    Annyeke


    In spite of her attempt to stop him, Johan flung himself once more at the green fire shielding them from where Gelahn, Simon and Talus had been standing only a few moments ago. Her heart beat fast and her skin burned. Her words had not been enough for him. Surely, if they survived this day, then they would have much to learn about each other, much to offer in trust as well as love. A moment later, Johan was sprawled on the snow half a room length away from the strange circle.


    Before she could reach him again, Tregannon was there. He laid a trembling hand on Johan’s shoulder. Once at their side, she could see both men’s faces were pale, their eyes haunted. No time for words. Whatever was happening to Talus and Simon, Annyeke had to know about it. Now. Her mind spun outwards, met Johan’s as they both tried to make contact with the scribe and her young charge, but she could sense nothing. The emeralds must stop anything from getting through except the floating stories. They streamed towards the green flames and melted through them as if responding to a hidden call. Johan scrambled to his feet and attempted to breach the barrier a third time where the thickest glut of stories flowed, their greens, reds and browns blending into gold. For a moment or two, it looked as if he might succeed. His fingers and then his whole hand sank through with the darkest of the tales, but then he fell to the ground once more. When she looked down, she saw the flesh of his left hand was on fire.


    The heat behind her eyes pounded an uneasy rhythm into her head as she grabbed his hand, skin blackening with the emeralds’ flame, and covered it with the snow. In her mind, she could feel the hiss and spit of his gasp, but in the body he merely grimaced and bent more closely to the earth.


    She had to save Talus. Simon, too, both for his role and for who he was. But Talus first and foremost. Her duty as Gathandria’s Acting Elder be damned to the stars. Some things were more important than that.


    It was then that it came to her, dancing tales, falling snow, and the memories of the bird. How deeds must be done quickly if they were done at all.


    Before Johan could object, Annyeke reached down and pulled his freshly formed mind-sword, scarred from the recent battle, from his belt. Her thoughts raced to link with it, and him, trying to gain the extra mind-strength she needed, as she darted towards the glowing deadly circle. It was the only act she could think of. She would do it, whether or not it destroyed her.


    


    Simon


    In the midst of the fire, the Lost One, the scribe, continued to carve his tale into the air’s emptiness, sensing even then the need to fight against the stories gathering to the mind-executioner, and to fight them hard.


    So these two boys grew into men. One took the way of moderation and one took the way of greed. Neither was truly happy. A blue river watered and weakened the mind of the one, and a dark prison strengthened and subsumed the soul of the other. One chose peace and the other chose war. Opposites, so my story tells us, but sometimes opposites can be destined to meet.


    The tales around Gelahn roared a song Simon could barely comprehend. In the executioner’s wild grin, the Lost One could see his enemy still battled against him, but he braced himself and allowed his words to flow. At the same time, something piercing and white captured the corner of his vision. The green fire surrounding them shifted and groaned. In one particular place, a silver flash not from the mind-cane pierced its way through, but he could not tell what it was. And he had no remaining energy to counteract it.


    He opened his mind, channelled his own song.


    And when those opposites do meet, they find another difference between them. The Gathandrian who has, albeit by default and cowardice, pursued the path of temperance as best he can, has friends he did not look for. Whereas the Gathandrian in thrall to greed for power only has slaves or those he bends to his will by force or temptation.


    Which, then, do you think will hit the mark more closely?


    For the fact of the matter is this, Greed can never understand or take into itself the truth of Temperance, but Temperance can, on occasion, grasp what is strongest in Greed and use it for the good, as long as it remains good. This I do so now. This is our legend, this is our story. We will live and die by it.


    Using all the strength he could muster, the scribe gave an almighty shove to his opponent, praying to all the gods Talus would not be harmed. The mind-executioner fell to the earth, bringing Simon with him. Talus fell on the other side, Gelahn still clutching him. The scribe couldn’t sense if the boy was conscious, felt his heart beat faster, breath catching in his throat at the absence.


    At the same time, a mighty roar rang out across the singing air and the fire circle split into two. Without having to ask or look, the Lost One knew the red-haired woman was there. Behind her came his cousin and the Lammas Lord.


    He scrambled to hold Gelahn down as the executioner spat his fury into the stories’ colour and dance, while his mind continued searching, searching, searching for the boy’s life. An emerald heat flowed from somewhere deep within him, tearing at his enemy’s skin, while the mind-cane carved lines of blood and pain into Gelahn’s flesh. It came to Simon that he did not know how long he could hold him down, or how this would end.


    


    Annyeke


    She was surprised when the barrier of strange fire began to yield at the first cut. She ignored Johan’s shout from behind her and the flurry of nameless emotions from the Lammas Lord and kept on slashing at the flames. She could feel the heat of them singeing her hair, but it didn’t matter. In the mind-world, she’d just given her eyes to the Lammasser for Simon’s sake, for the city. But for Talus, she would give it all if she had to.


    Just as she felt Johan’s hand on her back and the pull of Tregannon’s clutch at her skirts, the fire split from top to bottom, like a mantle being torn in two. She and her companions tumbled into a world of singing stories, battle and terror. But all she could see was Talus and the blood on his face from the executioner’s knife.


    Everything happened at once and she had no room for hesitation or doubt. Indeed, she wished for none. Holding Johan’s sword, Annyeke leapt onward through the open wall of fire and sprang towards the two fallen men.


    Talus.


    As she landed, Gelahn gave a cry of triumph and his eyes caught hers. Even as the Lost One fought to hold him down, emerald fire sweeping from his flesh into the executioner’s body and the mind-cane carving blood and unimaginable darkness into his skin, Annyeke saw the limp body in the executioner’s grasp, the way Talus’ head drooped at an impossible angle. The stillness of his mind, the emptiness.


    At the sight of him, there was no question in her mind as to what she would do.


    


    Duncan Gelahn


    The Spirit pours out his blood and he cannot take it back again. Eyes pound with impossible heat and the treacherous mind-cane tears a path into him through which everything he has ever lived, loved or wanted is scattered to the five winds. The precious stories have not been strong enough to hold him safe, to fulfil the Spirit’s desire, his desire.


    It will not end like this. It cannot.


    The circle of fire has ripped open and before his eyes he sees Annyeke Hallsfoot. Darkness rises from his depths and he wonders if she will be the very last thing he sees at all.


    His knife is, somehow, still on the young boy’s throat. Gelahn opens his mouth and laughs at her, at all who stand with her. Then his knife cuts deep into the child, piercing skin and sending a final rush of blood into the singing air. It is done. He will not leave without giving back some of the misery he has endured, though never enough, never enough. Never enough.


    


    Annyeke


    She sensed the very moment when Talus’ life was ended. She could feel the throb of loss in her mind.


    What happened after, she never knew the flow of it, simply scenes painted in snow and emerald fire. Scenes she could never regret.


    The feel of the mind-sword in her hand. Johan’s cry of shock. And the power he gave her. The Lost One’s eyes, a look full of knowledge. Acceptance, too. The glitter of the sword, the way it felt in her hand as she swung it upwards. The sudden silence as all the stories came to an end. The way even the mind-cane waited.


    My battle, she thought. My war.


    Then the long arc of the sword downwards. The mind-executioner flinging his bloodied arms outwards. Still laughing, as if death were to be welcomed, and all the time he had only been longing for its mastery over him. The edge of the blade sliced through flesh and bone as if it were nothing but water. His head, teeth set in a rictus of smiling, rolled gently away.


    Then the silence truly began.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Twelve: The harshness of light


    


    Simon


    The green circle of fire vanished. The Lost One could feel its power returning home to the emeralds scattered around Gelahn. The mind-cane, too, ceased its dance in his hands and fell to the earth. He could hear nothing, the only sensation the sight of the mind-executioner’s bloodied head. Around him, no noise. The battle no longer pierced his ears and the undead soldiers stood stock still a mere hall’s length from them. Even the mountain dogs were quiet although he thought he could glimpse them slinking around and through the bony legs of Gelahn’s deadly troops. What Annyeke had done tore through everything he understood but, even so, it did not seem wrong. Some things had to be, come what may. He wondered if he would have been able to do such an act. Knew then he could not.


    “Please, please…”


    Annyeke’s voice, trembling on the brink of tears, cut through his wonderment and he dropped down to his knees next to her. She held the dead boy in her arms, cradling him as if he might somehow come back to life in the warmth of her embrace. Johan hunkered down a little to one side, his hand on her shoulder, the warmth between them flaring out like a beacon or the morning sun.


    It was lighter now, Simon noticed. Had a whole night passed while they were fighting this deadly war? How had the time escaped him so quickly?


    Ralph was crouched on all fours on the ground, his body shaking. The fact of him flowed through the scribe’s mind and he could feel the currents of relief and despair battling for supremacy in the Lammas Lord. He had no notion which of them would be the victor. Neither had he the time to discover it, now.


    “Please…?” Annyeke said again.


    The Lost One took her into his arms. Talus’ young blood smeared them both and its iron scent filled the air.


    “What can I do?” he asked her.


    She pulled away from him, the light of decision glowing in her eyes. You can make Talus live again, Lost One, if you want to…


    Simon sprang to his feet, backed several steps away from her. Her words filled his thoughts like an accusation. No. I cannot do that. I failed before when… when…


    The memory of Carthen’s death on his journey here haunted him. He had been responsible for that boy and had failed in his duty then. Now, another boy was dead. Not his charge this time, no, but important to a woman he cared for. He should try to bring him back, for Annyeke’s sake, but the anticipation of failure held his feet rooted to the earth. He could neither move forward nor back.


    “You have to try, Simon,” Johan whispered. “We cannot leave the end of this war like this. There is grief enough, I know it, and a reckoning to be had by us all, but please, will you help him?”


    The Lost One did not know. His thoughts felt as if they had been crushed under a great weight and his body likewise. He was not strong enough to attempt this, his energies gone. How could he bring hope, life even, when he had so little of either?


    A wave of longing not his own broke over him, and his eyes were pulled to where Ralph sat defeated and strangely slight. This time, the Lammas Lord stared directly at him, his eyes as dark as the memory of death.


    You, Simon Hartstongue of the White Lands, he said, the mind-words passing only between the two of them, you can do anything you wish to.


    Without knowing that was what was in his mind, the Lost One bent down, seized the cane from the earth where it slumbered and was at Talus’ side in a heartbeat.


    Give him to me.


    Annyeke didn’t even hesitate. The dead child slid from her arms into his. Simon could feel nothing from the boy. Not a spark, not a glimmer of life. He didn’t know if he could do this, but something in Ralph’s words had challenged him. Made him think it might even be true. In this one moment, now.


    Shaking aside the snare of his memories and the crushing expectations of those he was with, the Lost One took a firmer grip on the mind-cane that felt like a sleeping wild animal in his hand. This time he felt a strange energy pass between them and blinked. Then he laid the cane as gently as he could onto the dead boy’s face.


    At once, he was surrounded in darkness and an impression of mauve, the landscape of Talus’ mind. It swallowed him up and left him empty and winded. Was this death? Shaking his head to rid himself of the thoughts that bound him, he stepped forward into the void and became aware the cane’s carved top was glowing silver in his hand. It was for this reason the blackness was lightened to mauve.


    He couldn’t do this on his own.


    Simon knelt down, laying the cane across his knees and allowing his fingers to travel up its ebony smoothness to the silver glitter. Though he’d expected the carving to be warm, it was as cold as the snow he’d just left behind and he drew in a sharp breath.


    Words filled his mind. Talus, where are you? You have gone, but you cannot be far. Surely the spirit of a person cannot vanish so quickly when the night falls?


    A flash of white fire and the power from the mind-cane filled him. Not like before, when the strength of it had been a mere glancing blow to his soul, but to the full, every drop of blood, every bone, the totality of his skin. It tore him apart and knitted him together again. It was as wild as the wolves he’d feared all his life, and yet as gentle as the smallest of summer streams in the land of his birth. It drew blood from his head and his hands, his belly and his feet, and at the same time soothed those wounds with the softest of ointments. Winter lavender and thorn, briar and lemongrass. He was floating on air and at the mercy of the storm. He was alive. Then he was gone, dead like Talus, the bitter taste of fire and regret on his tongue. He was no one and he was everyone. All who had lived and died across the lands, from the beginning of the great time-cycle until now. From now until the far distant future when the Spirit would gather up the soil and trees, air, water, rock—people, too—and take them to a place no one had ever seen, though many had dreamt it. A place of bright streams and healing, of golden skies and singing so harmonious it could change a man or woman forever. A place where all the writings of the Lost One’s world would finally be fulfilled in how they would live, how they would feel, how they would see.


    Simon lived through this for a time-cycle beyond the counting and which, afterwards, he could never describe, not even in the sanctuary of his inner place.


    When he woke, he opened his eyes to a world of soft purples and violets, greys and almost-blues. He could see hills and trees and grasses, and a distant view of the sea. In his mind he could feel bleakness with a hidden strength as yet unchannelled and unsung, and a centre of such stillness as he had never known.


    He rose to a sitting position and saw the body of Talus lying at his right side. Reaching out to touch him, something stayed his hand and he realised the boy was breathing. The colours he’d seen were flowing from the young child’s thoughts, creating a world strong enough to protect them both.


    The Lost One smiled, gazing at the new scars on his body and at the mind-cane where it lay as quiet as the boy it had saved.


    A voice in his thoughts spoke into the quietness. Take the boy and return to the place you came from.


    But where will you be? How can I find you like this and then you ask us to leave? The questions rose unbidden into the scribe’s mind, but he knew he could not have denied them. This place was more than anything he had imagined it would be. He did not know how he could bear the loss of it.


    I am with you when you need me to be so, the words not his answered him. And you will see me again, one day. But the time is not right for you or for the boy. Now, go. Your friends are waiting.


    Simon closed his eyes for a moment. Then he nodded, though at what or whom he could not precisely tell. He got up, lifting the boy as lightly in his arms as if he were nothing but air. The mind-cane nestled at his waist. He began to walk.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Thirteen: Resolution


    


    Annyeke


    She watched the Lost One as his body became still. Annyeke had the impression he was somehow absent from himself. Of course, she’d been there when other mind-journeys had taken place amongst her people, but never when it was a question of life or death. With all her being, she longed to reach out, touch Talus, try to bring back his spirit herself if she had to, but the power was not hers to taste.


    And, at the back of her mind, the knowledge of the mind-executioner’s blood on her skin and memory overshadowed her. Would she ever be clean of it? She could not tell. Even so, she would not change what she had done. She would never regret it. For Talus and for her people, she would do it again a thousand times over.


    She felt a hand on her shoulder. Johan. She turned to face him at once, searching his eyes for some kind of hope.


    “He’s done this before, hasn’t he?” she whispered, wanting above everything his reassurance. “The scribe, the Lost One. He’s brought a boy back from the dead.”


    He nodded, taking her into his arms. But she could feel the clouded darkness of his mind, wondered if she was foolish to hope at all.


    She could sense something else in him, something rich and golden and deep. It called to her and she felt her thoughts rise to meet him. The unexpected power of it made her blink.


    “I love you,” she said. “No matter what I have done, or what happens now—though I think the worst will tear my skin from my bones—I love you.”


    In answer, he placed his hands on either side of her face, gazing into her eyes as if he would understand all the things she understood.


    “Know this, Annyeke Hallsfoot,” he said as if he were declaring a solemn promise to her in the place of joining. “I have found today that I love you. I think I always have, though I have not known it until now. And what you have done is the bravest act of any of our elders. The executioner had to die; it was impossible for him to live.”


    “Perhaps,” she whispered back and felt the beginnings of wetness on her cheeks. “But I did not think his death would come by my hand.”


    Next to her, a deep sighing, like a river beginning to come into full spate. Slipping from Johan’s protection, she swung back to see the Lost One draw a long breath and open his eyes. He gazed right at her and held out his arms.


    Talus coughed.


    Annyeke couldn’t help the cry of joy that sprang from her lips. She gathered the boy from the Lost One’s grasp as close to her bosom as she could get him, rocking him like a restless child, though she was the one most in need of comfort. He coughed again and opened his eyes. She found herself laughing and choking on unnecessary tears, her whole body shaking. She couldn’t have stood up if she’d tried to. She rejoiced in the new warmth of his small frame against hers, at the miracle that somehow had happened here today, when her faith in the mere existence of miracles had grown so weak.


    “Thank you, thank you,” she mouthed at Simon over and over again. “Thank you.”


    Annyeke only stopped when Talus moaned against her torn dress. “You’re hurting me.”


    And then she laughed and cried again.


    


    Simon


    The red-haired woman had her child again and the land’s harmony was restored. Or it was on the way to being so. A sudden flash of sunlight pierced the scribe’s eye and pushed the night fully away. He could feel the shake of his breath and the slight tremble of his body, the ache in his fresh scars, but none of that mattered.


    Simon gazed round and saw the aftermath of battle, blood and bones and silence, grief and the knowledge everything was different now. Those Gathandrians who could still walk, limped away or collapsed, shaking with tears, under the trees. Others tried to help the men and women who had fallen although for many there was nothing they could do. The smell of death was everywhere. But something else, too. The scent of the trees, the earth, the promise of water lingered, a chance to live where no chance had been looked for.


    A flash of emerald drew his eye. The Lammas Lord scrabbled at the ground. For a moment, Simon had no idea what he was doing, then he saw the jewels Ralph held in his hand.


    He cried out a wild denial and tried to get to his feet, but the effort was beyond him.


    


    Ralph


    It is over and he has no place here. Destruction has been visited upon Gathandria both by means of the executioner and the soldiers he took from the dead. Ralph’s soldiers. Gelahn’s use of his own armies. And the Overlord has done so little to stop him. It is Simon and the Gathandrians who have saved themselves at the cost of so many dead, dying or wounded.


    What has the war been for? The mind-executioner promised Ralph power once, but he stopped believing in that a long time ago. He even stopped wanting it.


    It’s time to go. And even though he senses he belongs nowhere, the concept of home is the nearest refuge he has.


    His fingers search for the Tregannon emeralds even before he realises he’s made the decision. The executioner’s still warm blood and the stillness of his flesh cuts through Ralph, but he forces himself onwards. Yes. He has one of the precious jewels, then three and four of them in the palm of his hand.


    The scribe’s sudden cry makes him stumble and a fifth jewel of the original seven rolls away from his grasp. When he looks at Simon, Ralph knows the scribe sees the danger, perhaps even wants him to stay, but the Overlord has travelled beyond him now into another kind of a valley.


    As Ralph throws the gems upward and allows his mind to track the wild arc of their rising, he sees the undead soldiers are beginning to shatter. Their frames collapse to mere skeleton and bone. Without Gelahn’s magic, the mountain dogs, too, thicken into nothing but rock and fragments of stone, and tumble broken across the earth. The killing power of corpse and hound are no more.


    It is fitting, but no matter. The green circle is barely there, lines stretched thin across morning air between each jewel. Perhaps it not enough to carry him back to the Lammas Lands, but still he must try. Let what may happen do whatever it will.


    He takes his first step into the emerald sphere, and everything vanishes away.


    


    Simon


    Simon found he was weeping. Kneeling like a child at the place where the Lammas Lord had disappeared. The four jewels Ralph took back had gone with him, but Simon knew there was no guarantee the journey would have been a safe one.


    Mindlessly, he gathered together the rest of the emeralds—the three Ralph had left behind in his desperation to get away and those two that Annyeke had suffered to give to them—and placed them in the executioner’s velvet pouch. The scribe’s fingers trembled only slightly when he unfastened the bag from the dead man’s waist and retied it to his own.


    No, he said to himself, the word an echo of the warning he’d given to Ralph, but also with something of affirmation in it. No, it’s not over yet, my good Lammas Lord, no matter where you are or what you might think.


    Then he took in the exhaustion and also the relief of the people as it passed over him in waves from all directions of the city. He looked at Johan, his face and body scarred but the wounds not life-threatening, and at Annyeke, understood the source of their happiness, and his own still foolish grief. Just as the snow-raven alighted like the softest of breezes at his side, he knew what needed to be done.


    


    Annyeke


    The snow had stopped falling when the final battle had turned to silence. Annyeke wondered if she’d ever be able to stop hearing the noise of the dying in her dreams or whether that was a necessary remembrance. So many Gathandrians dead, the First Elder amongst them. The sheer scale, the terrifying uproar and horror of what she and Johan had witnessed had pierced her to the core. The year-cycles of the war of attrition before the Lost One returned to them had, in themselves, been marked with pain and loss, but had taken place over a period of moons, not all at once as in this most recent war. And it had mainly been played out in the mind, not the body.


    Everything was different. A full day-cycle on from when the battle had ended, she could sense the mood of the people, which echoed her own thoughts—the greyness of shock, like a river in winter, the sharp orange of pain, as bitter as an unguarded tongue of flame, and the beginnings of grief, something between blue and green, shadowed by cloud. But she sensed more—a white-streaked relief and the emptiness as of a great trial being complete.


    Perhaps, then, it was not the best time to enact a ritual of joy? Or perhaps it was. Besides, she was here now and glad of it. The Lost One’s suggestion—no, more than that, his command—had been as a too bright morning after a winter night, overpowering but beautiful. Annyeke’s heart beat fast, but the rhythm of her breathing was steady.


    Around her, the ruins of the Great Library showed jagged against the late afternoon sky. She could hear the faint calls of weaver birds as they flew over the cypresses on the edge of the park land. She felt her throat grow tight and her eyes fill with an emotion so enriched with a variety of colours and shades she could barely name it. She was being ridiculous, and too female, something she abhorred. A touch on her arm, accompanied by an echo in her mind, drew her attention back to the present.


    “On the contrary, First Elder,” the Lost One said, “tears are the most natural response of all, as far as I can see, especially after so much darkness.”


    Annyeke gazed at the man standing in front of her. At first sight, she could almost believe nothing had changed in Simon’s appearance. A slight man, his expressions tentative, the aura around him a shifting blue, sometimes so pale that sunlight obliterated it altogether. But now he had shadows in his eyes that had not been there before, and scars on his flesh from his ordeal with young Talus. Then again, so had Johan. So had they all, though it was remarkable that her own sight was unaltered from before. The marks on her loved one’s face would heal, but the impression of them would remain forever, as would the wound at his side. None of this mattered to Annyeke. Besides, it was somehow fitting, and they had indeed been lucky. Shadows of loss and shadows of strength, the two senses forming a mirror image of each other. The beginnings of wisdom for them all perhaps? In the Lost One’s right hand lay the mind-cane, like a sleeping animal, its colours now the customary black and silver—no longer a weapon of war. At his left on a nearby scattering of skeleton and stone that had once been the undead Lammas soldiers and Gelahn’s mountain dogs, the snow-raven perched, its watchful eye turned towards the scribe. The bird looked as if it would follow him forever.


    “You are right,” said Annyeke. “For a man, that is itself unusual. Still…”


    “Still, it is a day such as you have not experienced before and we are glad of it.”


    In an unexpected gesture, the Lost One pulled her into a brief hug, taking care to keep the mind-cane away from her skin. The new First Elder of Gathandria was grateful for that. Now that Simon had begun to open his mind to the artefact, allowing its deep strength to guide his journey, she had no way of telling how the cane would respond to the sudden contact with another’s thoughts. The scribe and the mind-cane needed to consolidate their fragile relationship without hindrance. She hoped he would be granted the time to do it.


    Perhaps, indeed, that was what they should have done at the very start. There had been no need for any of them, her least of all, to concern themselves with the scribe’s mind-training. The cane had its own purposes and had probably carried them in secret all along, waiting only for the chance to speak in full to its new master.


    One day, Annyeke thought, this tale might well be a legend many in Gathandria and beyond would read.


    Simon released her and laughed, the sound causing the silver carving on the cane to sparkle in the bright air.


    “You may well be right,” he said. “But that is for later, much later. Now is for you and Johan.”


    Annyeke turned in the direction of the Lost One’s gaze. Through the faces and minds of the gathered people, focused in the preparatory silence of ritual, she could see her beloved had arrived at last.


    The first thing she noticed about him was what she always did, the utter deep blue glory of his eyes. Not sky blue—they had never been so, but a blue like the depths of the vast seas that surrounded the city. He was dressed in a tunic and cloak of pure gold and he was smiling. Next to him Talus, in his role of groom companion and looking for all the world as if his recent taste of death had been nothing, was walking, his young face solemn and his hair smoothed down. Annyeke wondered how long that had taken Johan to achieve and how long it would last.


    It didn’t matter.


    The crowd parted for him. And, for the first time in her life, she understood that here and now was where she should be, and there was nowhere else better in the whole of Gathandria or even the skies themselves.


    Simon led them both in the few words of commitment customary on such occasions. He had learned them well and quickly and the ancient words flowed from his mouth as if he had always known them. In fact, it was Annyeke who stumbled. From the moment Johan had appeared, everything around her seemed brighter, and the words she knew so well filled her thoughts with colours beyond her understanding. She was glad of the ease of his mind linked to hers, and the way his heart somehow reached into her very centre and made her stronger, or at least that was how it felt.


    After all the words were over and the Lost One had given them the blessing of the Spirit of Gathandria, Johan leaned forward, touching the side of Annyeke’s face so the tips of his fingers brushed against her hair, and kissed her. His lips felt soft and she knew she was smiling.


    Yesterday was behind them. Even in spite of it, today, she knew, had become a good day, but what about tomorrow? For them all?


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Fourteen: The parting of the ways


    


    Simon


    A week-cycle had run its course since the day of Johan and Annyeke’s joining. To allow them the privacy they’d needed, the scribe had gathered his meagre belongings from Annyeke’s house after the ceremony and pondered where to go.


    The answer had come to him just as the snow-raven took flight and the mind-cane began to hum. It had surprised him but, then again, many things surprised him and he would have to learn not to be afraid of that. So, he’d obeyed the impulse and the three of them, half Gathandrian, bird and cane, had walked the few streets to where Iffenia’s sculpting room lay empty.


    As he’d drawn aside the curtain that still hung there despite the disaster and pain of battle, he’d wondered again why Iffenia had fallen prey to such despair and blackness. When he and Johan had found out Isabella had betrayed them throughout their journey to Gathandria, the situation had been very different. She’d been mourning the loss of her beloved, Petrus, and grief had turned to revenge and the overarching desire for Petrus to live again. That, Simon could understand. But Iffenia? Somehow the unfathomable blackness unleashed by her despair and pain had swallowed her up so that light became darkness, and darkness light.


    A gentle touch on his shoulder and he turned to see the snow-raven, beak open and wings spread out, as if both to admonish and protect. The scribe gripped the cane a little tighter, and heard the song’s colours in his thoughts.


    He swallowed. Yes. The bird was right. With just a small step in any of the directions he had faced in his life and then not taken, perhaps his fate would have been Iffenia’s. After all, what deep despair might have overpowered him if Johan had simply left him in the Lammas Lands after his escape from death? Without the strange and terrifying journey to Gathandria to act as a call and focus point, where truly would his own mind have wandered? Perhaps, after all, even then the gods and stars had blessed him.


    Back on that first day-cycle in his new home, the scribe had stepped forward and allowed the curtain to fall behind him, letting the sensations of the sculpting room ease into his skin. He hadn’t really got used to the way the mind-cane made everything, his senses, his feelings, his mind itself, sharper, as if, up until this point in his life, he’d been seeing things at a distance or through a layer of cloud. Now, his eyes had been opened.


    In his palm, the cane quivered and he felt its warmth spreading through him. Because of it, he allowed himself one slight smile before focusing on the emotions and thoughts Iffenia had left behind here.


    At first, he could see in his mind nothing untoward. Love of the work she did and a deep abiding determination to protect it. Loneliness at the absence of her husband. Grief at the wars that had ravaged them. Concern for her country. Nothing that could explain why Gelahn had been able to use her to all but cause the land’s destruction, not in the way that there had been reason beneath Isabella’s choice.


    Perhaps, he thought, the mind could also then be a dangerous gift, as well as a liberating one. Even in Gathandria. Perhaps the executioner had taken the secret pathways of Iffenia’s desires, had been drawn to them somehow, had known they were there even before she did, and twisted them into a pattern of knots she could never untangle. After his recent dealings with Gelahn, the scribe understood only too well how easy it was to be fooled, how much he’d found himself believing in the executioner’s story. He had no right to blame another for falling into the same trap as he himself had done.


    He laid the cane on the largest of the carving tables and slowly walked the circumference of the sculpting room. As he did so, the snow-raven who had followed him inside fluttered into one of the corners, folded his wings and blinked at him. Simon could smell the dust with something deeper inlaid behind as it danced in the afternoon sunlight. He touched each table, each stool, each carving. More than anything, he wanted to remember, and the physical contact somehow gave him a path for the remnants of her art to travel on. Iffenia had not, to his thoughts, been a bad woman, wherever it was she had vanished to. Come what may, she deserved better than to be forgotten or held up as a symbol of wrongdoing amongst the Gathandrian people. Now he understood something more of what the mind-cane could achieve, he would use it to the best of his ability, such as it was.


    When he considered his mind and skin were full almost to breaking point with the knowledge of the woman who had been kind to him even for deceitful reasons, he drew up a stool and sat by the cane. The snow-raven opened his great beak and one single note of purity, a perfect orb of gold, drifted over the dust towards him. He reached out and placed it onto his tongue. At once, sweetness filled him and this time he felt no bitterness piercing his stomach after. He swallowed down the raven’s gift and felt a measured clarity taking him over. It eased its way through the memories he’d allowed to infiltrate him—Iffenia’s memories—and contained their wild energy where it pulsed against his bones.


    “Thank you,” he said, speaking aloud for he knew he would need all his thought-energy in the contact with the mind-cane. At the same time, he wondered whether he should have asked for company in what he was about to attempt. But no, this was between him and the missing woman only. For, in the final reckoning, it was he as well as Gelahn who had led her to do what she had done, even though she had not understood it to the full.


    Then, when he hoped he might be ready, he stretched out his hand once more and took hold of the cane. It flew upwards to meet him as if it had been waiting too long for the scribe to call to it.


    Immediately, Simon’s thoughts were flooded with sensations not his own as the memories leapt through him and into the mind-cane, the warmth of long hair against his neck, the chill of uncarved stone under his fingers, and the satisfaction of viewing the completed sculpture, whether of man, woman or beast—all that and a thousand things besides. The feeling of how safe it is to hide under the dining table and watch my parents walk past, playing in the park and running with the cedar-starlings as they learn to fly, my first kiss and the glow of magic that passes between us when our lips touch. Most of all, the day I meet my husband and know how it will be. After that, his journey to be one of the great elders, my pride in him for that, and finally the way the darkness came, and how the gift of leadership I had longed for him was no gift for any of us at all.


    With a lurch, Simon opened his eyes. He found he was gasping and tried to steady his breath as the last of Iffenia’s memories flowed through his hand into the mind-cane. When he was sure they had gone, he dropped the cane so it clattered down onto the floor. The faint afterglow of the transactions clung to the silver carving, but he’d paid it no need. Instead, he’d rested his head on the table and waited until the slow strands of his own character slunk back into his thoughts. After a while, although he hadn’t heard any noise, he became aware of the soft touch of feathers on his hair. Whatever happened, the snow-raven made him feel safe. Thank the gods and stars, as he suspected he would never be entirely free of his fear of the mind-cane. Would it always be like that then, even in spite of the perfect harmony he’d felt in Talus’ mind-scape? Would he always feel as if the life had been sucked from him whenever he had to perform such rituals with the ancient artefact? He hoped he might one day grow more accustomed to whatever might be expected of him, but he couldn’t be sure. The only example he had was Gelahn and he had no desire to follow him. He’d come dangerously close to doing so twice before in his life, and he didn’t wish to allow it to happen a third time.


    He sat up. The snow-raven folded its wing back and looked at him. Those sharp black eyes seemed to take in all he had been, all he was now, and all he might yet be. Simon smiled, reaching out his hand so his fingers rested on the bird’s great head.


    “You’ll help me,” he whispered. “Won’t you? If I turn to the bad again, or even if I’m tempted to. Because something tells me I’ll always need your help, my friend.”


    He didn’t expect an answer. Bird wisdom came when it wanted to, and not when he requested it. And, even then, the interpretation of what the raven said could be complex. But, this day, he saw a flash of silver from the raven’s beak spark its way through the air and into the skin of his arm.


    Some flights are sky length, others only the span of the trees, but no bird need travel alone.


    The words themselves were not so measured—the snow-raven’s speech was his own—but the scribe found that now he could more easily interpret what was said.


    Thank you.


    *****


    Now, a week-cycle after that day of celebration, when the sun had shone from the faces of both his friends, Simon had begun almost to feel as if the sculpting room might be home, of a sort. Still, something niggled at him. Words and thoughts in his head came to him in the colours of the vast waters and spun him out of his comfort. There were too many things that remained unresolved and even uncommenced, such things as could not be brought to any conclusion here.


    One of them, of course, was Ralph. He assumed the Lammas Lord was back in his own land, in the ruined castle with the ruined people around him. The scribe could still sense the Lammasser in his blood and was glad he lived. Neither had he sensed anything beyond that he had arrived in his own lands after his perilous journey, although the state of him could not be guessed at, physically or of the mind. Nor could Simon forget how Ralph had helped him win the battle with the gift of the emeralds, just that one time, with no hope that anything he could do would be enough, but with an instinct which had driven him on.


    What did that action mean? Lord Tregannon had made it more than evident Simon was a liability to him, from the place of the Hanging Tree until here. He had left in the end, hadn’t he, when he could so easily have stayed. Everything had changed in their circumstances and, to go back to what they had once been, for however short a time, was beyond the impossible. It might have been more logical for Ralph to stand beside Gelahn in those final few moments of war. The emeralds were his, after all, and with them and the executioner he might even have had whatever he wished, power over Gathandria and the scribe’s destruction. But he had chosen not to do so. Even with the segment of mind left to him, he had chosen to try for life.


    Perhaps then, there was hope…but it could not be deciphered. Simon shook his head and thought of the other matters that stirred him. He had unfinished business, not just with Ralph, but with the Lammas Lands themselves. He had left there as a murderer. The lands had been ravaged, more deeply even than Gathandria, and the people undoubtedly lost. And for the moment the Lammas Master himself would be too broken to help. Ralph would heal, somehow, Simon knew it, but whether that healing would come in time to save the lands and those who dwelt within them he could not tell. On that matter, even the mind-cane and the snow-raven were silent.


    He sighed, rose to his feet and stood at the doorway, looking out at the street and the still damaged buildings of the city. Groups of men and women made their way through the park area, carrying with them stone, glass and wood, every material they could find to rebuild their beloved Gathandria—except for the stones that had once been Gelahn’s dogs, which had been buried during the aftermath of the battle. And with the dogs lay the bones of the undead army. He could hear the low murmur of voices and the occasional burst of laughter but, more than that, he sensed something in the air and soil he had not sensed here before. Hope. The knowledge there would be no more mind-daggers nor flashes of strange destroying fire to maim and kill. Yes, the pain of loss and death was still fresh and he could see the aura of deep red hovering around each person, but within that colour of grief something lighter also dwelt, silver, cream, white. And with every hour-cycle, the light grew stronger.


    The mind-cane could help them. With its power, they could rebuild their homes and their lives more quickly and, although such magic might cost him dear, he longed to do what his own strength allowed him in order to give them what they worked for. But the itch in his feet, the need to journey back to where he’d gone most wrong and try, however foolishly, to right it would not leave his mind. It nibbled away at his thoughts like a wood beetle nibbles bark and, whenever he tried to direct his concentration elsewhere, it would not let him go.


    He would have to make a choice and soon but, as before, he could see no certain right or wrong way. Whatever he decided would bring pain to one or the other country, and perhaps even both. How he longed for a wisdom that those around him already thought he had. It could not come to him too soon.


    


    Annyeke


    The red-haired woman watched the Lost One for a few moments where he stood leaning against the doorway of what had so recently been Iffenia’s sculpting room. Odd how being dedicated to one man hadn’t changed her view of men in general. Johan was different, of course. He was…she smiled. She couldn’t find the words to describe how her beloved was. All she knew was since he had kissed her, her skin had felt as if she were always caught by the sun and she seemed to be floating a few precious hand-breadths above the Gathandrian earth. That, of course, was no bad thing; she’d always thought she could do with being taller.


    No matter. She was here, and there was work to be done. She hadn’t intended to be here at all, but something had driven her out of the house, away from her beloved’s embrace and into the chill of the day. She hadn’t been able to stop herself. Not that she’d wished to. A Gathandrian woman’s instinct, in her opinion, was always to be trusted.


    Now, looking at Simon, she thought she might be needed. Even from this distance, coloured clouds drifted over his head—red, green, the deepest blue. None of them stayed over him for long and together they formed a shifting pattern which was, it had to be said, pleasing to the eye, but not so beneficial for his mind.


    She stepped forward and, when she was near enough for him to hear her, spoke as softly as possible. It wasn’t very soft, but it was the best she, Annyeke Hallsfoot, Elder of the great city, could produce under such short notice.


    “Lost One? Is there something troubling you?”


    He blinked and stepped back, his eyes widening briefly. His troubles had to be deep indeed, she thought, for him not to have known she was there. For a long moment, she watched him struggle against the instinct to conceal the truth before he gave her one of his sudden, rare smiles and gestured her inside. In spite of the lancing of her fear, she was glad to note the snow-raven hopped to the far corner of the room, where it gazed at her, but not, she hoped, with anything but kindness.


    “Many things trouble me, Annyeke,” he said, “but, please, let me offer you refreshment. Though perhaps you wish to return to Johan if he is not with you?”


    She shook her head as she installed herself on the nearest stool and stretched her back free. “No, something told me to come alone today.”


    “All is well with you both…?” he began to ask but did not utter aloud more than the first two or three words. He must have seen her answer in her face as he smiled again before turning to place the water pot above the fire to warm it.


    “Yes, all is well. More than well,” she reassured him. “But the land seemed to wish me to visit you and so I am here. Tell me then what it is that troubles you.”


    As was so often the way with men, even with Johan, he did not answer her at once. Instead, his thoughts withdrew into his skin and he took two beakers and scattered herbs inside them to sweeten the water, thyme, river lavender, red beech. A soothing combination. She waited until she had taken her first sip and felt its heat and solidity create a link of hospitality between them before she spoke once more, aloud rather than simply in the mind.


    “You know you can trust me,” she said, surprised to find words she hadn’t thought to speak flowing from her tongue. “Even though I have taken the role of First Elder in this city, for the time-cycle being, it doesn’t mean I’m still not Annyeke. That doesn’t change. I may be the voice of Gathandria for the moment, but I’m still your friend—because of Johan and always because of you. Tell me your thoughts.”


    He put down his beaker, though she did not think he had tasted it yet, and then looked her straight in the eyes. Not something he did often, she thought for the first time. His face was full of shadows.


    “It may be better if I speak to your thoughts only,” he whispered. “You may understand, as well as hear. If you will permit it?”


    Wordless, and her throat full of fears and uncertainties she couldn’t fully name, she nodded. A heartbeat pulsed by, and then he reached forward and touched her lightly on the side of her head.


    As she closed her eyes, all his colours and hers rose to meet her. It was as if the two of them were caught in a river taking them to a rich and distant sea. For a moment out of any time-cycle she knew, Annyeke understood all the Lost One was and all he might one day become. Alongside that, her own self stretched and floated. The thoughts between them were as strong as a rope that could never be broken and the island she landed on was as safe as Gathandria had used to be.


    When she opened her eyes, she knew what she must say to him, although it cost her dear to say it.


    There are things you still have to say and do, Lost One. But not here. Not in Gathandria. Your journey lies elsewhere. Back where you once fled in terror with the man of my heart, back to the Lammas Lands.


    


    Simon


    It had taken him a few more day-cycles to be ready. At first, he had denied Annyeke’s prophecy but, as Johan had said, denying the words and wisdom of a red-haired woman was probably a danger beyond the both of them. He and Johan had smiled at that, but the truth lay heavy on their skin.


    More pressing than any of this had been the constant singing of the cane and the soaring flights of the snow-raven, both of whom were restless to be gone and would not, he knew, leave without him.


    So Simon the Scribe, the Lost One, took one last look at the people he had come to love. Talus nodded at him, his young face solemn. He nodded back. He had already hugged Johan and Annyeke, and said his goodbyes in private. The three of them had promised each other they would meet again, citing the power of travel held within the Tregannon emeralds as proof of what was possible. Simon hoped such confidence would be proved right, but kept his doubts to himself. If it were impossible, then he would cross mountain and air, desert and ocean once more to see these people again. He had done it before, hadn’t he? For yet another moment he gazed at Annyeke and Johan, smiled to see how their hands and minds were linked so inextricably that nothing could slip between them. That was good. It had been a long time coming and the land itself was pleased to welcome it.


    For now, though, there were other battles to be fought, and either won or lost. With the mind-cane quivering at his side and the snow-raven at his shoulder, he took the remaining emeralds, threw them into the sun and set his face for home.


    


    THE END
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