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    Chapter One: Arrivals


    FAITH


    


    Simon


    


    Simon Hartstongue landed with a bump and a muffled gasp on something not as soft as he’d hoped for. It felt as if all the breath he possessed had been expelled from his body and was not anticipating returning soon. It was evident he had not yet perfected the art of travelling by means of the emeralds, whether they were the original ones or the two new ones formed by the war, but at least it was better than travelling by sea. He hadn’t enjoyed that experience at all.


    He staggered to his hands and knees just as something warm brushed over his cheek. He sneezed, and a raucous whistle rewarded his daring. When he blinked, he could see the large outline of the snow-raven hovering only a few fingers’ breadth from his eyes. At once, he backed away. Although the great bird appeared, for the moment, to be on his side, and had been so through all the recent battles, he could never be entirely sure of its intentions. He couldn’t help but notice the raven looked utterly unscathed by the recent travelling ordeal, but then that, he imagined, was the gift of flight. He himself was dusty, shaking and bruised.


    When he tried to kneel upright, jagged stone pierced his skin and he cursed and rolled away. One glance told him he’d landed at the end of the Lammas village, near the old well. By the gods and stars, a few paces to the right would have put him in the centre of the well itself and he shuddered at the thought; swimming was not one of his talents.


    Still shaking his head at his lucky escape, Simon gathered together the emeralds that had enabled him to journey here and placed them in the bag at his belt. This took a while but he quickly found there was nothing he could do about the way his fingers trembled. Then, skin still glowing green along his hands, he crouched in the shadow of the well stonework and gazed at his surroundings. It seemed a long time since he’d been here, at least as a free man. That in itself was a rare experience and he hoped it would continue for a while to come. However, what he saw made his jaw tighten. The Lammas Lands were not as they had been, even from only a little while ago when he had last visited here. The mud around the well was churned up and the stones the people had used as a makeshift path were scattered in all directions. The trees he could see at the edge of the wood were blasted as if a great fire had swept through them. He even thought he could smell a hint of smoke and darkness in the air, but wondered if that was merely his own suggestion. The small houses of the poorer villagers themselves were no better – instead of the partially-destroyed structures of his memory, all he saw were piles of shattered stone and rubble. Had so much further chaos ensued as a result of the Gathandrian mind-battle, even adding to the damage he had seen here before? Simon groaned and brushed a shaking hand through his hair. If so, the task he had set before himself would be so much the worse. Well then, come what may; he had made his decision. He would hold to it.


    A faint humming at his side caught his attention. It was then he remembered the cane.


    The moment he called it to mind, the cane itself leapt towards him and eased itself into his hand. As if it had been waiting purely for his remembrance: a vibrancy of black and silver. Simon realised he didn’t feel scared of it this time. Aware yes, but the fear that had crippled him for so long had gone. As he gazed at it, its intricate carving glowed in the morning sun. He held his breath, sure something was about to happen – perhaps the cane would communicate with him by fire as it had in the past – but it remained almost inert and instead he turned his mind to other matters.


    He was at last in the same country as Ralph Tregannon, without the threat of immediate war to flurry the waters between them. Such waters indeed as they were, may the gods and stars help them both.


    However, he had come here for one main purpose and, no matter what his blood whispered to him, such a purpose did not include the Lammas Overlord. At least not directly. He had come here to help the Lammas land itself to heal, if he could. The stars above knew the debt he needed to pay to the people was a vast one, but he could not rest until he had begun his mission.


    Which, by the looks of it, needed to start soon. The blasted trees, the ruined dwellings around him had not yet given rise to any sense of movement, or people. It was morning, just after the time of the fast-breaking, by his calculation of the sun. The men should be leaving for the fields and the womenfolk caring for the children or doing the thousand and more tasks left to them. He could smell no baking and hear no talk or even laughter, if laughter were possible. Where was everyone?


    For a while he explored the village, stumbling over broken stone and the remains of what the villagers had abandoned: half-eaten and rotting vegetables; scattered herbs; a torn cloak, small enough for a child. This last he picked up and held it to his face for a moment before placing it back down on the ground. He needed to find someone – anyone – and he needed to ask them exactly what had happened. How bad the mind-wars had been. Yes, he had seen the destruction when the mind-executioner, Gelahn, had brought him here before, and he saw it again now. But he needed to hear a Lammasser speak. There was of course no guarantee they would wish to speak to him. After his near hanging in Lammas, it was only the good will and courage of the Gathandrians which had saved him at all.


    Not a pleasant memory indeed, for a variety of very good reasons.


    In Simon’s hand, the cane suddenly felt warmer, and at the same time the snow-raven spread his wings and rose into the air. That great bill opened and from it a single sphere of gold and black fell into Simon’s outstretched fingers. He didn’t grasp it but let it settle in his palm. For two heartbeats, the beauty of it pierced his skin and then the colours flowed away and nothing remained. Still he knew what the colours meant, or at least what they meant to him. The livery of Ralph’s army, the insignia of the soldiers. The thought of it made him shiver but when he looked up the raven was circling, the beat of his wings pushing the great bird further away from where Simon stood. Towards the Lammas castle.


    “As you wish then,” he muttered. “I will go to the castle. Though I fear it is not there my search should begin.”


    Nonetheless, when Simon turned and set his face towards Ralph’s home, he noticed the warmth in his hand inspired by the cane spread upwards over his skin, and his heartbeat quickened. He was still a fool then, as he had always been. But this time, at least greater matters were at stake. The matter of repairing the damage done to Lammas, damage he himself had in large part brought upon their heads.


    The path from the village to the castle was not usually an arduous one, in spite of the climb. In the past Ralph Tregannon had enjoyed an eagle’s eye view over his subjects from his home, but the distance between village and castle had not been great. Now, however, Simon found himself scrabbling for a foothold, slipping backwards in mud and becoming entangled in thorns. Overhead the raven released a harsh cry into empty air, whilst the mind-cane hissed and fizzed in his grip. Simon cursed and released it. If it wasn’t going to help him at this point, then it could fend for itself. It always had before. The cane’s silver top sparked and the artefact began to hum. Simon scrambled away, slamming his back against a ruined tree which creaked ominously at the weight of him, but no further threat transpired. He should stop being so nervous. He was part of the cane and it was part of him. He understood that now. He should not be so afraid, but a lifetime’s cowardice did not fade away quickly. He needed time.


    “Which I probably do not have,” he muttered again, wondering if he would in fact ever meet another person to engage in conversation or not. “Nothing in these wars has ever happened in the way we planned it.”


    The cane quivered and Simon stood up, trying to brush mud from his cloak but succeeding only in smearing it further downwards. Annyeke, the new Gathandrian First Elder, would not be happy if she saw him like this; the cloak had been one of the parting gifts she had offered when he left the city and he had been pleased to accept it. He was not a man used to needlework. He filled a space in his mind with the knowledge he would have to clean his clothes before he saw his Gathandrian friends again, or all the gods and stars would never be able to rescue him. Not that he seemed to have much control over the way the emeralds allowed him to travel in any case. Thinking about this brought Ralph to mind once more; the emeralds belonged to the Tregannons. Simon should in all decency return them, even though he was likely to need them later.


    As he continued his climb to the castle, the clouds above him darkened and made the brilliance of the snow-raven’s body brighter still. Somehow the light of it guided him through the trees. And there was always a slight smell of burning.


    After the length of a story’s end, he finally reached the clearing. Ahead of him, the Tregannon family home loomed like a greater forest, although one made from stone. But it was not how it had been. The grandeur, the sense of physical domination had vanished. Half the roof was missing, jagged stone stretching up towards the sky, into the emptiness where the turrets had once stood tall. The north side of the building had gone, shattered stonework spreading out across the courtyard, and the shutters on the windows flapped in the breeze, loosed from their customary moorings. Simon thought they looked like nothing more than the hands of children trying to attract his attention. He swallowed. This was where Ralph had lived, and where he must surely be living still, but for all his skills, both newly-discovered and old, Simon could sense no hint of the man he loved. He could sense no hint of anyone. He felt nothing but a strange silence.


    Above him, the snow-raven gave yet another wild cry and launched himself towards the castle. Simon watched as the great bird flew three times round the courtyard and then alighted on what looked to be the most secure section of the rooftop. Still, the unexpected weight caused several stones to fall, landing with a cloud of dust on the ground. Then the raven turned in Simon’s direction and half-unfurled his wings as if to offer a challenge.


    Simon took a breath, reached out for the mind-cane which had followed him as closely as one of Ralph’s hounds and felt its answering warmth on his skin. He began the last part of his journey to the castle.


    This too proved neither easy nor pleasant. At the stream, the guard’s booth lay ruined, and no soldier stood watch. The small bridge had been washed away entirely and he had to make his way through the water, gasping as it soaked through to his skin. Narrow though the water course was, by the time Simon scrambled up on the other side, he was shivering. He stood on the churned up earth and shook the water from his legs. At the same time, the memory of the first time he’d visited the castle swept through his thoughts: the courtyard full of people commencing their day; the sheer grandeur of his surroundings; the clatter of the soldiers’ weapons; the way Ralph had looked at him.


    He shook his head, but found he could not dislodge the memory quite so easily. No matter. He needed to find the people, or at least a clue as to where they might be. Now that he was on the other side of the water, he began to be aware of the sensations of other minds in his. There were people here then. Not many but enough for him to form an impression of despair, fear and hopelessness which would no doubt overwhelm him if the men and women he sought were closer. He glanced down at the cane. It was glowing just at the point where his hand grasped it. He thought it might be enhancing the power of the feelings hovering within the castle grounds. Would it perhaps help him to bear those feelings also? Only the time-cycle would reveal that truth.


    Clutching his cloak further around him to keep in what warmth there was, he made his way around Ralph’s fortified home. Upon closer inspection, the damage was worse than he had feared. Not only were parts of the castle entirely gone, leaving the spaces inside open to the wind and weather, but each remaining stone had been scarred and knocked almost imperceptibly out of place. He was no stone-craftsman, but he was surprised to see so much of it remained standing. Stepping back, he glanced upwards to where the snow-raven continued to perch, gazing down at him with that all-seeing dark eye. Surely the bird’s weight would be of no benefit to this potential ruin? Simon had already done enough damage to the lives of the Lammas people. Causing more, even unwittingly, would be unthinkable. He had to entice the raven down, but how?


    For lack of any other ideas, and with his mind filled with memories of watching Ralph in the hawk-hunts, he stretched out his free hand and made a low crooning noise. The results were not what he’d anticipated.


    The cane in his other hand bucked and spat. A single silver flame flowed, so quickly his eye could barely catch it, from the intricate carving, into his fingers. Then up his arm, across his body and into his outstretched palm. The snow-raven at once spread his wings and launched his great frame from the top of the castle, swooping down and down, straight towards where Simon stood. The scribe gasped, took a step back to save himself, his heart beating double-rate through his blood. Still he stood firm and merely ducked as the bird swept by, feathers brushing against his arm and cheek.


    “By the gods and stars,” he muttered, “what are you doing?”


    Banking on the onward trajectory, the raven swung round near the stream and flapped the last few field-paces back towards him. Before the bird could even think of alighting on his hand, an act that surely would have felled him to the earth for many hour-cycles, Simon dropped the cane and folded his arms against his chest. The moment the cane fell to the earth, the silver glow on Simon’s skin vanished and the raven landed in a swirl of white feathers and strange elegance next to the mind-artefact. The great bird cocked his head, and that strange dark eye regarded him once more. The scribe blinked. For a long moment, he felt as if somehow he’d failed to carry through an action he could not fully understand. And then the intensity of the bird’s gaze and the continuing silence of the courtyard were broken by the sharp cry of a female voice.


    He swung round.


    A small plump woman was marching up to him. He had no idea where she had come from. He could see no obvious doorway nearby. Without any warning, Simon could feel the power of her name in his head: Jemelda. The shapes of the letters he saw in his thoughts were laced with red. He gulped and waited for her to reach him.


    When she did so, she ignored the silent bird. Instead she glared at the cane and then at him. Then she spoke.


    “How dare you come to us like this,” she hissed. “You will never in the eternal time-cycles now or to come be welcome here amongst the Lammas people. Murderer.”


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Two: An Unexpected Guest


    


    Ralph


    


    In the end he had been able to do nothing. Every time he wakes and all through his darkest dreams, he sees that moment in the circle when he could not even bring himself to step forward to save Simon from the mind-executioner’s threat. The Gathandrian elder had done what he had not found the courage for. She, a mere slip of a woman, had taken a sword and cut through the executioner’s neck, bringing the war to a final and bloody end.


    The battle indeed had been hers.


    Afterwards Ralph Tregannon had slipped away, the family emeralds – at least those of them he still possessed at that time-cycle – providing an easy route back to a home he no longer knew. The Lammas lands. He had heard Simon’s shout as he had stepped into the strange green circle, but he had not turned back to acknowledge it. He would never have been able to look Simon in the eyes. Even though his presence had made Ralph’s skin tingle and quake. As it does so now, whenever he thinks of him. Pleasure and shame. A heady brew. More powerful than the freshest wheat-beer.


    Ralph opens his eyes and the dream shimmers into emptiness. He is lying, as has been his wont in these day-cycles since his return, in his dressing-room. Above, the shattered roof gives way to the morning sky. There are a few clouds in the small gap allotted to him but the wind rolls them along quickly and he thinks it might rain later. No matter. There remain still other rooms in his ruined home that would better shelter him, but something in Ralph’s blood commands him to stay here. A few raindrops wetting the skin and this sparse bedding are as nothing compared to what he has done to the people under his care. They have neither shelter nor comfort; why then should he seek any?


    Nonetheless, sense dictates that as Ralph pulls himself awake and upward, he gathers the blankets together, folds them as small as they will go and stores them next to the strongest wall. It makes no difference anyway as he barely sleeps. His dreams are waking ones. If he needed to, he would dress himself but he has neither changed his torn clothing nor washed his body since returning. Somehow it seems a step too far. He has eaten though, a little. Food has been left outside the door at least once a day, he does not know by whom. Perhaps the young steward? Though he has seen nobody so cannot confirm his assumption. Whoever they are, they leave dried hunks of bread, stale goats cheese, a poor scattering of autumn pine-nuts and water which Ralph drinks straight from the jug. The first time this occurred on the day-cycle after he returned, he only drank the water and ate some of the nuts, but the second morning his resolve broke and he tore at the bread like an animal. Indeed he no longer knows whether he is fully a Lammasser or part of the beasts. It is beyond the telling. The gods and stars do what they will. Ralph has always believed in them more than Simon did. Then again, they were drummed out of the scribe at an early stage of life, whereas Ralph must, it seems, encounter now the place where the paths twist into darkness.


    But enough. If he is not to dress or cleanse himself, then he must needs do something. Whilst he has kept himself enclosed for the initial day-cycles, for the most recent ones he has been walking the crumbling walls of the once beautiful castle. Ralph’s eyes take in the scarred carvings, the torn-down tapestries and the muddied rugs. He has stumbled over the remains of his father’s chairs and felt the newly-roughened edges of the dining table. It is covered in dusts and cobwebs. Everywhere the wood-spiders take over, encroaching on the riches and beauty of what once was his with their silken white orbs. The breeze from where he passes them makes them drift, shimmering against the half-light.


    Perhapstoday he will walk again. A ghost in his own home, a phantom of the wood. Much like the wood-spiders, in many ways. In truth he is surprised those he once promised to protect have not yet murdered him. If he were in their minds, then Ralph does not think he would be so forbearing. But he is not his people, and they are not him. Now more than ever.


    It is only when his hand is at the door that something stops him. Almost like a glint at the edge of his vision. Something that has not been there before, or that he has failed to notice. He swings round, and almost falls. He is too weak for sudden action, of any kind. He steadies himself against the wall and the stone-leavings sift through his fingers. He can feel their dampness against his skin.


    A shaft of light illuminates the room dust and is just as suddenly gone. Without wanting to, Ralph takes three paces to the window and leans out. The chill air makes him gasp and he shivers. He can see nothing untoward. Only the abandoned courtyard, the glint of the stream and the ruined booth where the best of his soldiers once guarded him. He has no idea where the army are now. He has not dared think about it, not since the mind-executioner raised an army for himself from the dead of Ralph’s. He does not believe he will ever forget the terrifying noise of their bones and the sight of their empty eyes as they marched upon the hapless Gathandrians. They too haunt his dreams.


    So what then has brought him to the window? He grips the stone ledge more firmly and tries to concentrate. But still he senses nothing. He must learn to put away foolish notions and continue to keep himself as hidden as he can. When he turns round, however, Ralph’s glance drifts over the door to his bedroom. He rubs one hand over his face and back through his hair. His palm comes away brushed with dirt. He has no wish to enter his bedroom even though any sane Lammasser would do it without a qualm. He has not opened that door since arriving back here once more and he swore to himself on the first day-cycle that he would not. It reminds him only of the mind-executioner and what he has done. It reminds Ralph too of Simon. One bad memory and one that should in some respects be good. But he is capable of dealing with neither. He does not have the faith that the future will be worth the risk-taking. Not any more.


    Indeed he wonders if he has any faith, of any kind, left at all.


    


    Jemelda


    


    After so much war and the devastation caused by men, it is a wonder she had a kitchen left to work in. That was the one and only thing she could see to be thankful for on this chill morning. Jemelda Littlewater, third daughter of a third daughter and the last in a long line of Tregannon cooks, shook out her baking cloth and scattered over it the last of the herbs. Dried winter-larch and field-ginger. It was all she had left. To this she added the corn-flour and enough sprinkling of water from the ewer to form a dough. For a while, she kneaded the mixture, feeling the soft warmth and stickiness coating her fingers. With each push of her shoulders, she let out a little grunt. Just enough to provide a warning for her husband, Frankel. In the mornings, he was inclined to talk and she was happier simply to think. Forty-two year-cycles of marriage had taught them both well how to communicate without necessarily speaking. It was a wise skill. And she would need all the wise skills she possessed to see through yet another day-cycle. Even now she could hear behind her the scraping of furniture, the slow sweep of the broom and, every so often, Frankel’s exclamation of surprise as he found a wood-rat. Since the war, neither of them had been able to get the vermin out of the kitchen, no matter what they did. Now, Jemelda wondered whether the attempts to keep their kitchen and work-areas clean and decent would be the death of them both in the end. All because of the Tregannon greed. She had no truck with it, or with Ralph Tregannon, no matter what he promised, or tried to. Indeed she did not. She would willingly take apart the Lammas Lord himself, piece by piece, and bake him into her own batch of loaves if he so much as looked at her. Oh yes, she would do such a thing and have no remorse about it afterwards. Even more so, she would take the murderer who had brought her Lord and all of them to this terrible day-cycle and throw him to the wolves. She would enjoy watching him die, and something dark within her stirred into life at the thought. As she pondered that deeply satisfying act, the silence in her head drove the image deeper while the rhythmic thumping of Frankel’s broom as he chased the rat away echoed the strain and push of her shoulders as she continued to prepare the dough.


    “Frankel? Let it go, won’t you?” she snapped at last, pushing her hair away from her eyes and, no doubt, streaking flour over her face. “The rats will always be with us. So what is the use of it all?”


    To her annoyance, Jemelda found her eyes were wet. Ridiculous. She never cried. She wasn’t the crying kind. This too was no help whatsoever. As she heard the clatter of her husband’s broom where it fell to the floor, she gave the undulating dough one great pummel and hissed between her teeth. Best that than the words she might say. Nobody ever knew when either the gods or stars were listening.


    When Frankel’s thin arms went round her, she leaned back against him and sighed, trying to put the dark and murderous thoughts away. He felt frail but warm. He didn’t say anything and she was glad of it. She couldn’t think of any words which might improve the situation they and all the Lammas people found themselves in. This year-cycle would be spoken about – if there were any left to speak about it anyway – as one in which many curses had been laid upon their heads. Firstly, the way the Lammas Lord had turned against his own people, aided by the murderer and mind-delver, Simon the Scribe, and the terrifying mind-executioner. Jemelda could never think of his name without shuddering. The loss of so many friends and neighbours, killed for no good reason she could see or understand. What was so special about mind-skills in any case? Then the way Simon had vanished, spirited away at his own hanging by the mysterious people of Gathandria. At once, the Lammas Lord and the mind-executioner had pursued him and it was then that the land and home Jemelda loved began to disintegrate before her very eyes. Homes torn down and field crops ruined. Even the plants already stored for the winter had rotted away for no reason and many of the animals had died. The autumn-cycle planting had come to nothing and it was a sky-mystery how the people – what there were left of them – would eat at all when the spring-cycle arrived. If it did. And this terrible destruction and death – for yes, yet more strange disease and death had swept over them and only a handful of her once thriving village were left to mourn – had happened with no visible enemy attacking them, with nobody to fight against. Something to do with the Lammas Lord’s journey to Gathandria, something to do with the mind-wars. She could make no sense of it. Nothing like this had ever occurred in her parents’ or grandparents’ time; no stories were told of such things.


    Back then she had thought it could not get any worse. But then Lord Tregannon had returned, alone, an all but defeated man. And after him had come the mind-executioner and his army of wild dogs and undead soldiers. When they had departed in an overwhelming storm of magic and terror, the skies above the village had turned to night and the trees themselves had wept. Stone had roared and rivers had flooded their banks and poured as red as blood through the village byways and paths. She hadn’t even known if she, Frankel and the Lammas Lord’s young steward, Apolyon would survive but somehow they had.


    When, after a day of hiding in the woods, she had finally gained the courage to return, with her bedraggled spouse and fellow-servant, she had heard the Lammas Lord’s weeping as she had approached the ruined castle.


    She had not thought to comfort him. She was a cook. She baked and fed people. That was her calling and she was no comforter. Certainly not of one who had betrayed them so.


    “Hush,” Frankel whispered in her ear. “I know, my love, I know.”


    Jemelda shook herself. She hadn’t realised she’d been whispering aloud some of her thoughts. No matter. Only Frankel was present to hear them. He had always kept her secrets. Turning towards him, she half-smiled. He squeezed her arm and let go. Reaching behind, he picked up the broom, his grey hair catching a ray of morning light through the gaps in the stonework. He smiled back at her.


    “Come then,” he said. “We can do nothing important here. We are only what we are and we must fulfil the small roles we play. I must sweep the kitchen and you must bake the bread to feed our Master, no matter what his circumstances or ours. This is what we were born for.”


    She was about to reply when something happened. Not something physical but something beyond that. A strangeness in itself as she did not count herself as one who delved into mind-games at any level. Jemelda always lived her life fully in the skin. She swung round. Outside the window she caught a sense of movement. But the shape had gone as soon as she thought she saw it. Was it Ralph Tregannon? Had he left the castle at such an hour?


    The next moment, a low but piercing whistle split the air. The hawk-hunting cry. Despite what she’d been thinking about the Lammas overlord earlier, she was all but running towards the doorway, bread forgotten. Despite everything, she found she didn’t want Tregannon to come to harm. At the door, she came to a sudden and juddering halt. She’d expected to see Lord Tregannon. She did not.


    Instead she saw a slight man. Brown hair and pale face. Almost nondescript apart from the haunting power of his eyes. How they had all been seduced by that, at first. Wrapped around his tunic was a cloak that shimmered with all the colours of blue and green, although its impact would have been far greater if it had not been streaked with mud and torn in places. At the exact same moment the cook noticed the silver-topped cane dancing in the man’s hand, a vast white shape flew over them both, almost knocking the unwelcome visitor over.


    Jemelda shook off her husband’s restraining hand and, uncaring of the effects or reactions of either the deadly mind-cane or the strange bird, ran into the courtyard and found the words she’d wanted to say to this man for so long.


    “How dare you come to us like this,” she hissed. “You will never in the eternal time-cycles now or to come be welcome here amongst the Lammas people. Murderer.”


    And that was only the beginning. Once her words had begun, Jemelda found she couldn’t stop. All the pain and misery and death this foreign murderer had caused, the grief and poverty he’d brought upon them rose up on her tongue. She called him names she’d almost forgotten. Ancient curses in the ancient language. Words she’d only heard her grandmother say. Scorpion; Dark Cloud-Bringer; Ravid Dog. Simon the Scribe stood his ground as she continued to vent her wrath. In spite of the purple anger that roared and swooped around them both like a north-west gale, she could at least give him that. She’d thought at the first sight of her – cane or no cane – he’d run like the coward he was. He did not, although his hand on the cane’s silver top tightened until the skin on his fingers was as white as rice-milk. She wanted to lunge at him, drive his pallid face down to the ground until blood gushed upwards to mar that elegant face of his. She wanted to do a hundred things she’d never dared to do before. Why didn’t she fear the power of the old mysteries? The legends of her land should be calling to her, speaking of the caution all her people felt when confronted by mind-power in whatever form. But this fierce new anger swept through her and she could not tell where it came from or what it meant. She only knew she felt she could do anything, and it was the mere fact of the cane held her back. It had caused too many tears in this land. She would make do only with her words, for now, which could never be piercing enough, by the stars. Later, she would do more, something within her whispered, but now was not the time for it.


    


    Simon


    


    Whoever Jemelda was, she had a great deal to say, and rightly so. While the cane remained in his grasp, Simon could feel the waves of her anger flooding over him like the wildest river in its fullest rage. All the colours of red and orange and the deepest black flowed round him. He felt as if he would drown if he so much as lost his footing. He wanted to run but the cane and the bird kept him there. Such depth and heat of fury was beyond what even he had expected and he couldn’t understand how the woman facing him could contain these levels of hatred and power.


    Of course he had expected anger from these people, but, by the gods and stars, nothing like this. Had he underestimated the experiences of the Lammassers and the wrong he had done them so very greatly? She had, he suspected, only just commenced the true depths of her accusations when a thin, shadowy figure appeared from behind her as if from nowhere. Frankel was the name that coloured his mind in soft shades of blue and mauve. An old man, who seemed as if he could at any moment collapse to the ground and stay there. How Simon understood that.


    At his side, the raven launched itself into the air. He had no idea what the great bird might do. He stumbled to his knees.


    “Please,” he whispered, though he had no idea whether he was begging the angry woman, the frail man, the bird or indeed something else entirely. “Please, I’m sorry …”


    The woman fell silent at once and the cane flashed green and yellow in his hands. Then it too returned to its customary state, and the bird alighted on the ground a little way off and cocked his head, viewing the encounter. The man called Frankel spoke.


    “What do you want here, Simon the Scribe?” he asked.


    Jemelda made as if to step forward, perhaps punish him physically in some way, but Frankel laid a hand on her shoulder and she merely grimaced.


    “What do you want?” Frankel said again.


    In truth, Simon wondered. He had come here with such confidence, such purpose which had seemed so right to him at the time – but now his ideas and hopes resembled nothing so much as leaves on the wind.


    “I-I don’t know,” he stuttered. “I wanted to put things right. I’m sorry.”


    Another silence, and he wished he’d never had the courage to come. He gripped the mind-cane more firmly but no help came from there.


    Jemelda’s lips moved, and Simon held his breath, bracing himself for yet another torrent of abuse he undoubtedly deserved. This however did not arrive. Instead the cook twisted her mouth further and spat directly at him. Her aim was good. Her saliva hit him on the right cheek, just below his eye, and flowed downwards towards his chin.


    “Murderer,” she said again, turned on her heels and marched back into the part of the castle she had appeared from. The kitchen, Simon knew, though he had never physically been there. Had never, when he was Lord Tregannon’s companion, needed to.


    Frankel sighed.


    Simon rose to his feet. He stopped looking at the doorway where Jemelda had disappeared and gazed at the cook’s husband instead. His figure and hair were a study of age and greyness, but the colours of his mind folded over Simon’s and were, as he had sensed before, made up of the softness of blue and mauve. For a moment, the Lost One closed his eyes and felt their refreshment on his skin.


    When he opened them again, his vision was blurred, but he did not raise a hand either to wipe away his tears or the spittle on his face.


    “Thank you,” he said.


    Frankel shook his head. “I have done nothing, scribe, but you have done too much, and yet you still come to us.”


    “I am sorry.”


    “So you say, again. Yet my wife is right in her beliefs – your sorrow cannot help us. Not now and perhaps not ever. This land is marked for destruction and loss because of you. The gods and stars have made that clear.”


    “Yes, I know it. I am … no matter. You know what I would say already. But surely if I do not even try to correct what I have done wrong in some measure, then the gods and stars have every right to punish us all to the hilt.”


    Frankel blinked at the scribe, as if seeing him for the first time. The colours Simon sensed from him darkened and twisted together before flowing apart once more. In his hand, the mind-cane suddenly felt warmer, a heat that crept from his fingers, down his arm and then into his whole body. He thought it might almost be like hope, but he could not say for certain.


    The other man took a step back and turned away. Simon felt the tears dampen his cheeks, but then the old man turned again.


    “If you come in, Jemelda, my wife, will not harm you,” he said.


    It was only when, legs trembling, he began to follow Frankel towards the kitchen that Simon felt the brush of someone else’s eyes upon him. But when he looked up at a window high at the corner of the ruined building, there was nobody there.


    


    Ralph


    


    Simon is here. Covered in mud, wearied and his beautiful cloak torn from the gods and stars know what kind of terrible journey, but he is here. Ralph has never believed he would come. Simon the Scribe. It is what he has dreamed of. It is what he has dreaded.


    Jemelda upbraids him and Simon sinks to his knees. If Ralph were there on the courtyard now, beside Simon, he would tear his servant apart until she ceased to speak. That kind of courage is, however, no longer his. The pounding of his heart is so great in his ears he is surprised Simon does not hear him and look up. But he does not. Ralph knows with the full intent of his blood it is not this man the cook should be accusing in the way she does. It is Ralph.


    Still, it is what Simon grasps that sends shivers through Ralph’s skin. In his hand, Simon holds the mind-cane, its black length and silver-carved top seeming to be an extension of himself. It fits more naturally there than it ever did in the mind-executioner’s hand. Gelahn is dead. Ralph knows that. He saw it happen. He saw the moment when Annyeke Hallsfoot, the Gathandrian First Elder, took up the mind-sword and he saw the moment when the understanding of death swept through Gelahn’s eyes. He will never forget either of these images; they live always in his memory. He did not expect Simon would take the cane and return here. Whatever comes of this, it cannot bode well for any of them. Perhaps if he had the courage to take his stand in the courtyard right now, it should not be Jemelda, but Simon he would need to fight.


    Why has he come here?


    By now the shouting has stopped and Jemelda turns to go. Another pause and then as Ralph blinks to try to focus on the scene, Simon struggles to his feet and limps towards the castle, following the grey-haired old man, Frankel. Ralph is just about to withdraw from his vantage point when he is sure Simon glances up and sees him.


    Ralph scrabbles backwards, all but stumbling over a small table. If he thought his heart was beating fast before, then it is as nothing compared to the pace of it now. Simon must not see him. When Ralph reaches the wall furthest from the window, he slides down, feeling the harsh stone on his back, until he lands on the floor. He is trembling but has no way of stopping it. Something has begun. Something has begun here today, and he is not prepared for it.


    Without thinking, Ralph finds he is crawling towards the makeshift bedding underneath the fractured sky. He feels as if a great weight is looming above, something to face in the future but he longs to hide from it. As he curls inwards both in body and mind – what he has left of it – Ralph understands two things and two things only: the first is that if Simon comes here to do what is wrong, then he does not have the strength to gainsay him; and if he comes here, somehow, to do what is right, then there is no place for Ralph in his plans. Perhaps there never has been.


    It is true then what the gods tell them. What must be, will be, and always too soon.

  


  
    

    First Gathandrian Interlude


    


    Annyeke


    


    “No,” said Annyeke Hallsfoot the First Elder of Gathandria, hands on hips, facing her husband who was sitting at the other side of the eating table and was also, to her chagrin, smiling quietly. “Absolutely not. Why should I change my name simply because we have taken the ancient vows together? What good have the traditions been to us so far?”


    “Well, I …” Johan Montfort began to reply, but Annyeke gave him no ground. Which was, she fully accepted, unfair to a man who had had no option but to move into her tiny home due to his own being destroyed in the Wars and had also had the foolishness to ask her to marry him.


    “And besides what have our menfolk given us recently but death and loss and misery?” was her final triumphant question.


    Johan blinked and his smile vanished. Instead one eyebrow raised in a manner she recognised from the not-too-distant day-cycles when her new husband had been her overseer at the Sub-Council of Meditation. In truth, those experiences seemed like a lifetime away. But always the raised brow had signified some misdemeanour of hers which would need to be corrected shortly. Back then, he’d tended to be right in his judgements and she had to acknowledge he was right this day-cycle. Probably.


    Annyeke grimaced, drew up a stool and sat down opposite him. She sighed. “All right. I accept my last statement may have been rather too harsh, but just because I’ve married you doesn’t mean my whole personality changes, you know. I love you, Johan, but I’m still me.”


    This time he laughed before reaching out and holding her hand. She could feel the warmth of his touch flowing upward through her skin. Red and gold and lilac.


    “I know,” he said. “If you weren’t who you are, then I would not be as happy as I am now. And yes, I understand what the former Gathandrian elders have done to our lands and the lands of our neighbours. But I am a man, as is the Lost One, Simon himself. We are not against you, but for you. Surely men and women must work together if we are to be what we could be?”


    She took his hand, kissed it once before letting go.


    “Now that depends entirely on the men and women involved,” she replied. One of the best things about being married to Johan, even if only for a couple of week-cycles so far, was how easily teased he’d turned out to be. Gathandrian women needed every kind of good thing they could find in the great task they all faced of rebuilding their country and, she hoped, that of their neighbours too.


    This time, however, Johan neither frowned nor grimaced, nor even rolled his eyes at her. No, this time, he sprang up from the table, took the three paces needed to bring him to her side and gazed down at her. His deep blue eyes and serious expression never failed to make it hard for her to breathe, and she experienced no change to that response now. Perhaps men always had the last word.


    Before she could think of gathering her thoughts together and making a suitably caustic comment which would uphold the honour of Gathandrian womanhood wherever it might be found, the colours flowing round him shifted from gold and the calmest of blues to a shade of deep swirling red. They made a pleasing contrast to the soft yellows of her kitchen-area. The next moment, he’d pulled her to her feet – an action that only made her level with the height of his chest – and gathered her into one of his unexpected but welcome mountain-hugs. She breathed in the scent of him – rosemary and winter-jasmine mixed with the wool of his tunic – and smiled. Knew he sensed her smiling. Then she heard his whispered words reverberating in her mind, not spoken aloud.


    You’re right, my love. Everything depends on the man and woman involved.


    


    *****


    


    Some time later, Annyeke lay on her back staring up at the patterns of her wooden ceiling. She’d always enjoyed allowing her eye to take in the ebb and flow of the grain. It was an aid to meditation, a secret pleasure. Though of course she would never have admitted it to anyone else apart from her husband. As First Elder of this great city, she couldn’t afford to seem either dull or strange. She sighed and snuggled up to Johan who was lying on his front, snoring quietly. Something she’d teased him about at once when she found the custom out after their joining, and something he’d always strenuously denied. His presence here with her, when she’d kept her feelings hidden for so long, was still a source of pleasure, and it made her gazing at the ceiling and thinking moments more companionable too. Even when he was asleep.


    Because she knew this moment of peace would be short-lived. The remaining elders were expected back in the city later this day-cycle. They had stayed in the place of prayer since the end of the battle – a time she skirted round in her head as the memory of it was currently beyond even her strength – but now they were coming home. She understood why they had stayed away. She could feel their prayer, both its strength and its weakness, flowing through the cold winter-cycle air and through the fields’ lengths between the city and their small gathering. It had been doing this for many days. She had told no-one about it, understanding somehow it was only she who could sense the elders’ prayers. She had not even told Johan, though she thought once or twice he might have guessed at something different in the colours which surrounded her and in the shifts in her thoughts. Annyeke would not bar him from even the deepest areas of her mind. For her, this joining was everything. No, the mind-link strangely forged with the missing elders must be something to do with her new role, and the responsibilities she carried. She had said to herself when she had simply been Acting Elder that it was good for a woman to step forward to take on such a duty. But, by the gods and stars, the road she had chosen to walk on since then had not been easy. No, she would not think of the mind-executioner’s death, it was done, it was done. She must think instead, even as her thoughts latched onto the regularity and distinctiveness of the wood slats above her, of how she might manage the returning elders, and what role they who had betrayed the city to suffering could have in its restitution.


    If only Simon the Lost One were still here. She had grown fond of him in the short time they had been together, trying between the two of them to understand the power of the mind-cane. He had been even more unsure than herself, but he had a kind of courage which showed itself when the greatest need for it arose. She couldn’t help but admire that. She hoped whatever was happening for him in the Lammas Lands would be good, and they would see him again soon. With or without his wretched bird.


    Next to her on the blankets, Johan stirred. In sleep, he reached for her, mumbled something she couldn’t catch and then wrapped his fingers round her arm. The muttering eased away. Annyeke smiled again.


    The love-creation they shared between them had been a revelation also. Indeed she wished she had been joined to him far sooner than this, although all the gods and stars knew the time then would not have been right. Their love had been forged in battle, when the true calibre of them both had been most clearly seen.


    Now though things were different. Annyeke snuggled closer to the man she loved and her smile deepened. What she had discovered with him here was a thousand times better than she’d expected from all her most private dreams. In truth, her knowledge of a joining relationship had been hazy at best; she couldn’t remember her mother and father ever having been happy together, and of course they were both dead. How she felt about her husband and how they were together was, she imagined, as far removed from her parents’ experience as … as the distance of the land of the mountains from the Gathandrian city.


    Though the mountains were destroyed, lost forever in the war. They would never return. Annyeke swallowed and felt the darkness of loss spike through her mind. She shook it away, refusing to allow the memory to spoil this moment, here and now. Because all she could sense around her, apart from her own doubts, was peace. The peace of her simple wooden ceiling, the peace of the blankets wrapped around their bodies, keeping the winter chill from their skin. Even the peace the two of them had created in this room – she could sense its soft golden colours drifting through her thoughts. She treasured each sensation, trying to hold on to it, make it part of herself, for as long as she could. But, no matter how much she tried, she could not gainsay the sense of something about to happen, something just out of reach which might take all this happiness away. Or, at the very least, leave it as something to be put aside in the light of her Eldership duties and then picked up once more when she was able. And, more than anything, she wanted her husband to be the major part of her life. She hated the thought that being First Elder might make things difficult. Still, Johan had his own role in the Sub-Council of Meditation, which would become increasingly vital as the Gathandrians began to rebuild their world. Both of them would be busy.


    So many fields to seed and so many paths to walk on ahead. She should stop worrying, and trust to her own skills to cope with whatever lay in the future.


    With that comforting thought filling her mind, Annyeke closed her eyes and slept again, the warmth of Johan’s body wrapping itself around hers as she slept.


    Her rest that morning was dreamless and held no terrors for her. She had planned to wake long before Talus, her young charge, returned from his makeshift school for the midday meal, but in the event it was the tendrils of his enquiring mind which disturbed her and brought her gasping awake and blinking almost unseeingly at her ceiling again.


    The light swish of the curtain hanging across her front door brought Talus’ thoughts into sharper focus as he came inside, and Annyeke slipped out of the bed and grabbed her clothes. Johan stirred and mumbled something, but she paid him no attention. As she struggled into her tunic, Annyeke spun a quick mind-net round her bedroom so Talus wouldn’t dart in to try to find her. Not that he would do such a thing – at only seven summers, he found any notion of romance between adults utterly horrifying – but in her experience you could never be too careful. She made the net’s colours yellow and lilac – the colours that seemed most suited to them both.


    As she swung back her rich red hair and reached for the clip, she realised something she hadn’t had the sense to pick up on first. Talus was worried. Something had happened. Without a second thought, she dropped the clip and ran for the front room.


    She entered in a cloud of concern and brushing back her hair with one sweep of her hand in order to be able to see properly. Talus blinked at her, eyes wide.


    “What’s wrong?” she asked him, her words falling over themselves in the attempt to be heard. “What’s happened?”


    It might have been easier to probe his mind, but Annyeke had never been a supporter of using that technique when dealing with a child. In any case, her words tended to spill out when they were needed and she’d never been able to stop them, not fully.


    Talus blinked at her again and she glanced down. Seeing the top of her tunic was open to the elements, Annyeke felt her skin redden and she hurried to close the buttons.


    Sorry, little one, I was sleeping.


    At least that wasn’t a complete lie, she thought. She needn’t have worried however. Talus just shrugged. But she could still sense the lines of concern in his mind. They didn’t diminish even as she heard footsteps behind her and felt the warm aura of Johan at her side.


    “What’s wrong?” he asked quietly, repeating the question she’d asked only a heartbeat ago.


    But by then she knew exactly what had happened. She could see the image in Talus’ mind even as he spoke the words aloud. She could see the small group of them standing in the snow outside her home waiting for her permission to enter. Her own mind-net must have served to make her ignorant of their presence, although she could not guess how long they might have been there. Once she let them in – as she must do for the sake of her land and her own peace – then everything would be different and everything would begin.


    “It’s the elders,” Talus whispered. “They’re back.”


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Three: The Mission


    


    Simon


    


    Inside, Jemelda’s kitchen was dark and when he entered, Simon had to blink and allow his eyes to adjust before he could see anything. The snow-raven remained in the courtyard and the scribe had had the wit to deposit the mind-cane near the bird. The two of them should be able to look after each other well enough. The cook herself said nothing. She simply bustled about at the work surface near the small window, keeping her back distinctly turned. The scribe could sense the colours pouring from her in short bursts: red, black, deathly white. He had no need to enquire as to what her feelings might be, though they seemed to run far deeper than he had anticipated. But he could not blame her. It was up to Frankel to offer him half a smile and nod, silently, at a small stool to the left of the door.


    Simon took it and sat down.


    He knew it was up to him to say something. He had invaded their home, as such, when they were least expecting it. He couldn’t help it if the fact that Ralph would also be somewhere in the castle, had perhaps been watching him when he approached, was taking away his sense of logic. What little of it he had.


    He coughed. Frankel took a step forward and glanced at his wife. She was kneading bread on the work-counter now, shoulders heaving with the effort, her back still turned. The heady scent of herbs flowed through the air and Simon felt his mouth water. It had been a while since he’d eaten any kind of good Lammas bread. Shaking such pointless memories away, he stood up again. What he had to say was best said standing. He gathered his thoughts together, and tried to stop wondering about Ralph.


    “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice low but loud enough for Jemelda to hear, even above her work. “For all the terrible things I did when I was here, serving Lord Tregannon, and for all the terrible things which happened afterward. Much of it – most of it – has been my fault. You are right in saying I am a murderer and to throw at me all the evil names in the land you can think of. All of them will stick. Many of your people have died because of me, both while I was here and during my journey to Gathandria. While I travelled, I was shown the nature both of what I was and what I might become, for good and for bad. Now the battle against the mind-executioner has been won in the far Gathandrian city and he is dead. He can harm you no more, neither directly, nor by means of myself or … or Lord Tregannon.”


    Jemelda made a sound at this point, something between a gasp and a cry, as if she would say something in response to his words. It was the first time she’d acknowledged his presence since they’d entered the kitchen. Simon was glad, though it was no doubt more than he deserved. He left her time to say anything she might like to, but she did not, although the kneading of the bread became less frenetic. He swallowed and stumbled on.


    “But all that is not enough, is it? The Lammas Lands are so far beaten that the struggle to rebuild them will be a long one. As it is in Gathandria, where the people there face a difficult task, so it is here. I know I have much to ask forgiveness for, much work to do to pay back even a hundredth of the restitution I surely owe you, and in truth what I have done can never be restored. I cannot make the long-dead live again. But nonetheless I have come so you may use me as you wish, Jemelda. You and your people. I swear to you by all the gods and stars that whatever the Lammas people wish to set me to do, I will do it gladly. I have caused the devastation all of you have suffered, and I wish to put it right, as best I may.”


    With that Simon stopped. He could not think what else to tell them. He did not believe it was enough, would ever be enough. Why had he come here? He had no wish to bring yet more grief on those he had once lived amongst. Perhaps he should have stayed in Gathandria.


    He’d already made up his mind to leave, though only the gods knew what he would do next apart from facing the failure of returning to the great city, when Jemelda dropped the herb-dough with a dull thwack onto the wooden surface and swung round to him.


    Into the silence, she laughed, but he heard no amusement in the sound. If anything the shards of colours flowing from her thoughts simply took on a darker tone.


    “What makes you think there are any left here to care for your empty words, Scribe?” she said. “Many of us are dead and the rest have fled to the woods and the fields beyond, desperately seeking for food. Anything to keep their flesh and minds together. I know we in the villages of Lammas have never been a proud people – we are of the land and always took the goodnesses it offered us, and gave back its riches so that it might bud again – but now you and your ilk have driven us to steal and cheat and wound in order to stay alive. We go where the food is and there is little or nothing left for the winter. People starve and children die because of this horror you have brought amongst us, who were always peaceful until you and your pretty smile turned Lord Tregannon’s mind and gave him a taste for things he should not know. What makes you think the remainder of the villagers here, should they be found, would want to listen to you? I do not. Why should they?”


    Simon stared at her. What she said was right. But there had to be a way of piercing through her anger, of finding the road to hope which must surely lie somewhere deep within her. Her mind was so strangely quiet. Was she blocking him? And, if so, how? She had no power to perform such an act, not of her own accord. Something else was happening here and he couldn’t fathom what. He shook his head.


    “They will listen, Jemelda,” he said, “because you tell them to. And you should do so, as otherwise, what other hope is there for your people?”


    


    Jemelda


    


    The murderer’s words made her blink. He had no right to be offering words of wisdom in the dark, scented privacy of her kitchen. No right whatsoever. This was her kitchen, hers and Frankel’s, and the gods and stars could damn her to wherever they wished but she was going to make her feelings known in full.


    She slapped him. With the back of her flour-stained hand over his murderous mouth.


    Frankel gasped and put an admonishing hand on her shoulder. The wretched scribe’s head jerked back as his teeth cracked. She was pleased to see blood appear on his lips. She shook off her husband’s hand but made no further move to violence. To her surprise she found she was trembling and the release of her emotions had not been as satisfying as she’d expected.


    After a moment, the scribe raised his head and gazed at her again. There was something in his eyes which made her feel uncomfortable. A kind of acceptance, perhaps, instead of the confrontation she’d looked for. Hoped for. Jemelda took a step back. It surprised her also how Hartstongue did not wipe his mouth clean. The blood remained a crimson gash against his white skin. Winter roganberries on snow.


    When he spoke, his voice was low and she had to lean forward to hear him.


    “You must do what you must do,” he said. “But I will go on begging an audience with the people for as long as it takes, until you allow me to speak with them. And I swear to you again that whatever you wish to do to me, I will not fight it. Do you understand?”


    She smoothed down her apron with hands that demanded she should launder it later. She did not know if she understood him or not. She only knew she wanted to kill this man, and at the same time she did not. She felt herself caught between two states of being, neither of which she could bear to leave behind, not entirely. There was something inside herself she did not recognise and could not grasp. Something black and cruel which both drew her and repelled her. She didn’t know where these feelings came from but the power of them made her smile. What might she do if she followed them? Wiping the smile away, she harrumphed and looked at her husband.


    Frankel’s eyes were upon her. As, she supposed, they always had been ever since they met, so many year-cycles ago. Now, she waited for him. Sometimes, she admitted, he had the words when she did not.


    Her husband turned to the injured man. She was glad to see he offered no salve or water for his wound, however. That would have been a step too far. Marriage, no matter how weathered, was a delicate balance. Too much of any one ingredient and the flavour of it would sour.


    “You must realise,” Frankel said, his voice ever soft when hers was always loud and full, “that what you have done to us is beyond anything we have ever known. It will be hard for us, or any of the Lammas folk, to understand what you are doing here. They will be angry. We are angry. If my wife agrees you are allowed to meet with the people, then you must take whatever is decided at that meeting upon you because you have caused the ruin and loss of many. I know what the old tales teach us of possibility and the chance to start again, and how we must keep our eyes and hearts open even to strangers and enemies. But it is hard to take what is taught us in the texts and bring it to our lives. There has been so much pain.”


    Jemelda gazed at him and felt her eyes begin to prickle. Oh that would be shameful indeed. But she swore she had never heard her husband say so much at one time and to such good effect. To her surprise, she found she did not like it. The scribe, however, merely nodded.


    “And if this meeting is to happen,” her husband continued, “then you must leave both bird and mind-cane behind. We are afraid of their strange power.”


    The murderer made a move as if to protest and then was still again. He gazed first at Jemelda and then at Frankel.


    “I do not know if I have any power of my own without them,” he said. “I do not know if I by myself will be any use to you.”


    Jemelda snorted. Was not the terrible force he had wielded before in his entrapment of their Overlord’s heart and mind power enough? It was up to her husband to put this in words, with a courtesy and strange gentleness she would not have used herself.


    “None of that matters,” Frankel said. “What matters is that you present yourself before us, with no magic at your side that you can call upon to do harm once more. What matters is our judgement.”


    A long pause, and Jemelda saw the coward swallow hard. Perhaps he had not bargained for such as they to face him. How he would have much to learn. Much she had not shared with Frankel yet, if she ever would. Much that might be the death of this evil one after all.


    


    Ralph


    


    Simon’s arrival jolts him into a decision. This is a surprise, as Ralph has made no decisions of note since his return. For the first time, he enters his bedroom, pushing his fear aside, and stumbles across the floor and around the all but destroyed bed. The torn gold coverlet that still keeps its place there entangles his feet and he almost falls. Cursing, Ralph pulls it away and reaches the wall behind. It remains intact. A miracle from the gods in these devastating times. He presses his fingers to the place on the wall he knows so well, and feels the secret door give beneath his touch. He takes a breath, tries to glean courage of a sort from the waiting air but it offers none.


    No matter. Ralph steps forward into the passageway’s dankness, winter webs brushing his face. It shames him to know he is shaking. Thank the stars nobody knows this. For there is none here to note weaknesses, not any more. Now, he hunches down – the height of this corridor is only big enough for a tall child and the damage caused by the war has made it that much more unstable. As he passes along, the great stones above creak and tremble. And all the time, he is running his fingers along the wall until he gets to the shelves he remembers. When he finds the small pouch he is seeking, Ralph’s knees suddenly weaken and he leans against the dangerous walls for respite. It is here, it is here then. But why should it not be here? This place of relative safety is where he stored the emeralds on his return, and he has not sought them since. Ralph could not bear to keep them with him then, and now he finds he cannot bear to be apart from them.


    He opens the bag. He should not be able to see the jewels; there is no light in this star-forsaken place. But nevertheless they glitter. Ralph’s eye picks out the soft green glow and the smoothness of their shape. Perfect orbs, all. Not as many as there should be – only four instead of the original seven – but enough for him to need them. Enough to hope that one day he will access their full power. If he does, then Ralph will use it to restore the land he has ruined, with as much determination as it is possible to have.


    He wonders if Simon has brought the remainder of the emeralds with him, the ones Ralph left behind in that far-off city. And he wonders too if they now belong to him at all, or if they have become more truly Simon’s. He carries the mind-cane with him, and that has more power than anything Ralph or the land have ever known. It has the power of life, death, and the place that is neither.


    Sometimes Ralph thinks that in-between unknowable place is truly where he is this day-cycle. There the fault is not the cane’s.


    But if the mind-cane is here to punish Ralph’s people further, he will … he will … what exactly? He does not know. But if he did, then something in him speaks of the hope these small jewels could offer.


    He shakes his head. He cannot afford the time to speculate on any future-cycle, so he closes up the pouch and fastens it to his belt. Something of the emeralds’ green glow clings to Ralph’s hand and lights the way back to his bedroom.


    When he reaches it, the will to act has left him, but he takes solace from the feel of the emeralds at his side. He notices the faint glow on his skin has faded. All he can do is wait until he is strong again.


    But when, by the gods, will that time be?

  


  
    

    Second Gathandrian Interlude


    


    Annyeke


    


    The elders were back. It was of course exactly what Annyeke had been hoping – and indeed praying – for but it wasn’t entirely welcome. Especially as she’d only just been joined with her bonding partner. Still, Gathandrian women always dealt well with the unexpected. She was not going to let down her womenfolk.


    It can’t be helped. You know we have to deal with whatever the gods give to us.


    Annyeke nodded her agreement. The depths of Johan’s faith would never be hers, but she understood the sentiment.


    “What will you do?” he asked her, this time aloud.


    She realised both her menfolk were gazing at her. She straightened her shoulders.


    “I will go and talk with them,” she said.


    Grabbing the nearest cloak – which she suspected was Johan’s – she walked outside with as much dignity as she could muster. Bearing in mind the state of her hair, that probably wasn’t much, but no matter. She had more important things to face than her appearance. In the chill morning air, she wrapped her cloak more tightly around herself and was glad of its comforting warmth. Glad also of the presence of Johan and Talus behind her, the light touch of Johan’s hand on her shoulder.


    The elders were as Talus had described them: lined up in an open semi-circle on the road outside her home. They could have been waiting there a lifetime and they looked as if they would be happy to wait another one also.


    First, she saw the longest-serving elder, with his grey-streaked hair and the lines of age on his face. He had acted, she knew, as a guide and mentor to the former First Elder from the very beginning, and she wondered if he would expect to offer the same role to her. She was unsure whether she wanted him to do so. He came from the makers of glass and his works had been the most destroyed in the land. The scars and memories he carried would be weighty.


    Next to him stood the maker of chairs. The carpenter looked at Annyeke as she gazed at him, his bald head glinting in the morning sun, his rounded body a contrast to the delicacy of his fingers. He might have been about to venture a narrow smile, and she nodded at him, but it did not come. Perhaps it was not the time for it.


    On the furthest side of the semicircle of men stood the maker of gardens and parks, his long fair hair lifting in the breeze which floated the scent of cypress-wood through the air. Strong and bitter as the aroma itself, she wondered if he had kept his anger at the destruction of Gathandria’s plants and trees hidden deep under his customary veil of gentle humour all these long year-cycles. The gardens were blossoming again now, slowly, but would it be enough for him to be willing to help her? None of them, herself included, had travelled this path before.


    Finally, Annyeke turned her attention to the one who never spoke, who was an obligatory member on all Councils of Elders, but whose mind was intended to hold them all in harmony. Such harmony as there might be, or that they could discover. His family was from the makers of words, both written and performed and she did not know if for him his silence was a liberation or a trap. She would never dare probe further though, as First Elder, it was her right to do so.


    Of course there should be more of them, but six were vanished forever, including the most recent casualty, the former First Elder himself. They would never return. Annyeke swallowed hard. Four elders remained. It would have to be enough.


    But how would they respond to her leadership? And how could she build them up to be a true Council again?


    She pressed her hand briefly to Johan’s where it still lay on her shoulder, took a breath and stepped forward alone.


    “Welcome,” she said, surprised to find her voice was steady. “It is good that you are back with us, people of the Council. Many things have changed since you left and many things have altered. But the land is beginning to heal, even in this winter, and there is much that needs to be done. We need you here.”


    So much else she could say, so many accusations filling her mouth. If she paid heed to them, they might choke her. Because Annyeke knew that to vent her anger against the so-called leaders of their land in a public place such as this and in front of those she loved would be foolishness. Still, she imagined even the Gathandrians crossing the other side of the park might pick up her emotions and the colours of her mind at this moment. Redheads weren’t known for their subtlety. Was this the same in every land, she wondered?


    She stepped to one side. They could start in her home, whatever happened after. She’d be damned if she took them to the old Council buildings, such as remained. After all, she was First Elder and they would have to obey.


    “Please,” she gestured at her threshold. “Come in. We have much to talk about.”


    Once the four elders were in her kitchen, huddled round the small table, Johan and Talus headed towards the garden and made themselves scarce. In one sense, Annyeke missed their comforting presence indoors, but they were there if for any reason she needed them. And, besides, she did not have enough stools for everyone. In her new role, no doubt she would be needing more. She stored that fact away for acting on later.


    First it was evident more practical issues needed to be attended to. She did not want to be cruel.


    “I have corn-broth and water to offer. Bread and the remains of yesterday’s stew, although it will be cold.”


    “Please,” the Chair Maker spoke first, his voice hoarse and spiky. As if he had either damaged it from overuse or not spoken for a long time. “Your kindness is worth all the gods and stars we know, Annyeke Hallsfoot, First Elder of Gathandria.”


    Annyeke blinked at him. She had not expected he would be the first one to acknowledge her presence, let alone the role she carried. She had thought it would be the Mentor, the ancient one. The honour should, by rights, have been his, but he had ceded it to another. This puzzled her, but when she glanced at him, his lined face gave nothing away. No doubt many, many things would be different now. Still, she couldn’t help but mourn the loss of the mind-circle’s power, which had once given her access to the elders’ secret thoughts. Not to their reasoning though – that discovery had been entirely hers. Well, hers and Talus’ of course.


    She nodded her thanks for the Chair Maker’s courtesy and busied herself ladling out the remains of the broth and the stew for the hungry Gathandrians. They accepted it gladly but in silence. She’d always thought the elders were a strange grouping. She was sure if any of the remaining elders had been women, they would not have acted in such a way. Still, she could play this game also. So she waited until the food was gone and then she spoke again.


    “There is much to be done,” she said, gazing at her companions, one by one. “You will need to tell me about your experience at the praying tree and on your journey back home. Our people need to hear us speak as one. There have been too many lies already. I did not set out to take on the role of First Elder when these wars began, but I have done so because I care about our survival and the survival of the lands under our care. And because it is time for women to have a voice. Up to now, whilst there have been women in the Council of Elders, none has been given the role of First Elder. So, I must hear everything that has happened to you, in the mind, and then the five of us will begin this great task. Sadly, it is not one which will give us back the world we knew. We cannot return there. No, our task is to create our world anew and, this time, to make it truthful and good. There will be no more tears or pain, as far as we can prevent either. Instead, we will be honest about our plans, as a Council, and we will listen to our people. This is my desire. I hope it can be our desire.”


    When Annyeke finished speaking, the four elders gazed at each other and nodded. She heard their response in the innermost depths of her mind.


    Yes. You are right. You are First Elder, Annyeke Hallsfoot. So, let us tell you what we have found. Link with us.


    She thought about their suggestion. The mind-links between the elders were an ancient tradition. Part of their privileges and their responsibilities, and their mystique. It was the kind of link the Council had always kept hidden from their fellow Gathandrians, whereas other links could be freely known amongst the land if the parties to it were willing. This had been where many things, in her view, had gone wrong. If the people of this great city had known these same elders had planned all along to let the mind-executioner go free, simply in order to bring the Lost One, Simon Hartstongue, back to them and to usher in a new age of peace as a result, would the actions taken have been very different? Annyeke hoped so. She hoped the Gathandrian people had enough compassion that if they had known what the elders were planning, they would have prevented it. But, no, even this she could not tell. No matter how much of a path anyone had into someone’s mind, she had come to realise it was impossible fully to understand another or to influence them unduly. People were who they were, or who they were allowed to be. It had taken these wars, the horror of nearly losing Johan and the unexpected pleasure of meeting the Lost One to make her realise this for herself.


    So she paused. She wanted to make the elders accept her more fully in the role she must play, and at the same time she needed to make things different from what they had been.


    Finally she spoke. Aloud, not just to their thoughts.


    “Yes,” she said. “We must link our minds and offer a true leadership to our people, simply in order for the land to continue its slow path to recovery and a new direction. But this time we must find fresh ways of doing it. So, we will link, as is the custom when a new leader is brought before the Council of Elders, but we will do it in public, where our people can see. Do you agree?”


    A long silence followed her announcement. Annyeke let it settle. She sat back on her stool and waited. She hoped she wasn’t a fool; it was obvious that asking old men steeped in tradition to change, even after so many difficult changes had already taken place, would be a hard demand. They would need to consider, but she wasn’t allowing them to leave until they had made their decision. She permitted that thought to be at the forefront of her mind; these men must make of it what they might. Whatever happened, she wanted no more secrets.


    Finally the Silent One nodded. He reached out and touched her hand. His fingers were cold against her skin. At once, Annyeke felt the strength of his thought colours in her own mind: cerise; lilac; gold. And beyond those, the knowledge of the other elders also, the four of them linking in ways she had never thought to imagine. For a heartbeat out of time – no, more than time, for it seemed to her time itself stopped while she reeled at the visions filling her blood – she saw and felt the vast expanses of the ocean and was transported across the far-flung regions of the sky. The clarity of blue and a sensation of floating. And then something else. Something other, overpowering her so she could not cry out. She had experienced mind-visions before – who amongst Gathandrians of-age had not? – but never as real or as physically felt as these. Was there magic in the elders’ traditions she had not understood before? Though how could she, when they had always been so secretive in their dealings?


    With a gasp, Annyeke tore her hand away from the Silent One’s grip. At once the link broke and she stood up. With all her being she wanted to walk away from these … these men, but she would be damned if she would give them the satisfaction. There had been something in the experience which gave a bitter taste to her tongue so she could scarcely speak, let alone think. What was it? The knowledge slipped away as suddenly as it had arrived and she pursed her lips, steadying herself. Perhaps it was nothing. They had taken her by surprise, that was all. Or one of them had. She could not see how it could be the Silent One, who held them together. It must have been one of the others. Well, she would say what she thought about it and damn the consequences.


    “Don’t ever,” she whispered, low and fierce, her gaze taking in all the gathered elders, “ever do that to me again. Because I have had enough – we all have – of people with greater powers flexing their strength over us. I may not have the mind-skills you evidently possess, I may not have all the knowledge and mind-wisdom you have between you accumulated over the year-cycles, but I have something you do not possess in any measure. I have courtesy, and the desire to come to an equal agreement over matters that concern us all. I state my case but I do not force my will on you. You may choose whether you accept or not the mind-requirements I have asked of you concerning what you have done and what the people should know. If you do not, then we will have to search for another way to help our land. And, let me remind you. I may be a woman who has had little to do with your workings in my life, but I have been bequeathed the role of First Elder, and I will perform it to the best of my ability. With or without you. Is that clearer now?”


    When she finished, Annyeke expected either more hesitation or more mind-tricks. She dreaded to think what they might be. In the end the response was neither of these assumptions.


    The Maker of Gardens brushed back the hair from his face and smiled.


    “Yes, Annyeke Hallsfoot, First Elder of Gathandria,” he said. “We will do as you say.”


    Annyeke felt her shoulders relax at last, just a little. Still, she reminded herself, could she really trust any of them?


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Four: Encounters


    


    Simon


    


    He decided at once he would do it. In any case he had no choice. There, in Jemelda’s darkened kitchen, he found himself agreeing to her terms. He would present himself before as many of the Lammas people as they could muster, he would not carry the mind-cane and neither would the snow-raven accompany him. Simon thought of offering the truth that the snow-raven was highly unlikely to take anyone’s side; the bird’s role seemed so far to be that of observer, and protector of the cane rather than himself. Indeed at their first meeting, the raven had taken him to a strange place, tested him and attacked him. Although of course the attack had brought about a partial healing. He mustn’t forget that either. In which case, Jemelda was right.


    Now he looked her right in the eye.


    “I’ll do exactly as you wish,” he said. “When do we start?”


    From outside the door, a humming sound became apparent. Simon had the sense it might have been going on for some time but had been until now too low for them to notice it. As he glanced towards the outside, he saw the colours around Jemelda grow darker.


    “I can’t control the mind-cane’s song,” he said. “I can only sometimes control its actions.”


    Frankel reached for his wife’s hand. “Will it come in?”


    “I don’t know,” Simon replied. “But I think it might be trying to gain my attention. If so, it’s succeeded. May I …?”


    He gestured at the thick curtain which failed to keep out all the winter draughts, and Jemelda nodded. He could see the tightness round her mouth and the frown on her forehead. He could not blame her for any of these things; the cane – although it appeared to be his, for the time being – made his heart beat faster also. Though he knew to the core his identity as the Lost One, the mind-cane nonetheless made him wonder who was the true master, and what it might be waiting for. It seemed to be waiting for something. If only it – or the raven – might divulge what that something might be.


    Outside, the courtyard was as empty as it had been when he arrived. The raven had vanished but one glance upward revealed the bird’s location in the skies. His gaze moved to the high-up window of the Lammas Lord. Now it was empty, though before he’d been sure …


    But no, he couldn’t focus on Ralph and the unfinished issues which still hovered between them. He had other more pressing matters to consider. He reached out and grasped the mind-cane though, in truth, it had already leapt halfway into his fingers of its own accord.


    The moment he touched it, the humming stopped and again that strange warmth eased upwards through his skin. He blinked and felt the presence of it settle into his thoughts. For the first time, he realised he’d missed its closeness, and not just because of the confidence it filled him with. He’d missed its silent companionship too.


    “What will you do while we are waiting?”


    The question jolted Simon out of his pondering and he swung round. Frankel was standing in the shadow of the doorway to the castle, shielding his eyes from the winter sun.


    “Is there anywhere I may stay?” Simon asked.


    Frankel considered this. While he did so, the scribe noticed the glances his companion was giving the cane and tried to hold it to one side of him, as far away from the old man as possible.


    Finally Frankel spoke. “There are one or two rooms in the castle which remain habitable, but I am afraid comfort is meagre.”


    Yes, Simon had assumed it would be. Comfort everywhere, even in distant Gathandria, was meagre. They would have to do the best they could, until life began to improve.


    He followed Frankel across the courtyard to the main entrance to the castle. Memories filled his blood, both bad and good. Memories of the murders he’d caused here, of the way he’d helped destroy the villagers, taken away their trust and their lives. Memories of how he’d been hated, and rightly so, and how Ralph and Gelahn had tried and failed to kill him. At the same time, as his feet tramped over the shattered slabs, the good memories flowed through him also, the ones he’d tried to dampen down in his quest to do the right thing for once, by the gods and stars above. He could remember the first time he’d met Ralph, the Lord of the Lammas Lands, how much he’d wanted him from the beginning, though he’d refused to name his emotion until much later. He could remember the first time Ralph had touched him, and how he’d always been willing to do whatever it took to keep his interest. Gods and stars, how this truth had undone him. How it had shown him both how low he could fall and the darkness of the person he would become. It hadn’t taken long, had it? And still, he carried his feelings for Tregannon like a disease he couldn’t rid himself of. Nor did he want to, may the stars preserve him. It was astonishing the raven and the mind-cane, both clothed in purity as they were, stayed with him.


    At the castle entrance, Frankel stepped through, but Simon paused, touching the broken brickwork with cautious fingers. He found his throat was dry and his skin damp. A damnable combination.


    “ Scribe ...”


    Frankel’s voice floated out of the interior darkness. He must be able to see Simon’s shape clearly enough, but the old man was invisible to him in the gloom. Simon wiped one hand over his face as his own history, and the knowledge of Ralph’s presence somewhere in this castle, beat at his skin.


    The next moment, a gentle pressure was at his shoulder, and he could sense the reassuring mauve presence of the old man. Even in the midst of the storm rocking Simon’s mind, he had the wherewithal to acknowledge Frankel’s courage in touching him while he still held the cane. “Thank you.”


    “Do you want to come in?”


    Simon nodded. “Yes, but …”


    “… it’s difficult,” Frankel completed the scribe’s thought after a heartbeat or two.


    That, he thought, was an understatement. “Yes, more difficult than I’d anticipated.”


    “There’s nowhere else but the castle that’s fit for living now.” Partly due to the fact Frankel was still holding his shoulder, making the mind-link easier, Simon sensed this wasn’t entirely true. There were one or two dwellings in the village which still maintained some form of shelter. The fact neither Frankel nor Jemelda had offered those did not surprise him; they did not trust him. Even where they feared him – and he was sure they did – they would want to keep him close. They would want, more than anything, to keep the remnant of their people safe. He would have much to prove, if they let him.


    Now he answered Frankel’s lie. “Then I will have to show more courage than I currently am, won’t I?”


    He moved forward and the old man stepped aside to allow him through. His hand fell away from Simon’s shoulder. He was alone.


    Simon remembered so well the first time he’d come here. He’d been aching to see Ralph again, his whole skin quivering with anticipation. Not fully knowing what drove him onward, but knowing he had no real choice. The Lammas Master had overpowered his mind – no, all of him – from the first moment they’d met. He’d not been able to keep away. But from that one encounter had flowed all the destruction which had brought them to this: threats; murder; and war. Or perhaps this was not entirely true. The heart of these dark matters had always been there, but what had happened between Ralph Tregannon and himself had allowed them room to live.


    He should have walked away the moment he’d heard Ralph’s voice.


    Here, in the darkened hall, he blinked as his eyes grew accustomed to the dimness. The tapestries of the seasons he’d once admired so much were torn and ragged, their colours bleeding or faded. Spring, summer, autumn and winter entirely gone, the girl and boy, the man and woman on them no more.


    Without warning, Simon found himself on his knees. Gods and stars, I’m sorry.


    The words reverberated in his mind, over and over again, and he was distantly aware of the humming of the mind-cane and the slight vibration of its shape in his hand. Frankel had backed off, he realised. Gods, he didn’t want to frighten anyone. He struggled to rise, but the seas sweeping through his thoughts wouldn’t let him. It was like the first time he’d met the mind-executioner, but without the fire and with only an overwhelming understanding of blue. All its tones and shades. He was drowning, but the vast waters came from within. The only enemy here was himself.


    The only hope also.


    After the length of no more than a spring-season story, he understood the words he’d been chanting in his thoughts were now flowing from his tongue and into the dampened air. He let them come. He could never have stopped them.


    “Gods and stars, I’m sorry,” he whispered. “Gods and stars, I’m sorry.”


    Finally, his words stilled and he wiped his eyes clear again. Something had changed. The room was lighter, more peaceful. No, he was both those things. Whatever had been trapped inside him had found a door to flow through. The space and freedom left gave him room for something else. But what?


    Simon sat back, uncurled his legs and rose to a standing position again. The cane’s humming faded away and he flexed his fingers, feeling the comfort of it in his hand. In a gesture he hadn’t realised he was going to make, he brought it to his lips and kissed the carved silver top. It tasted bright in a way he couldn’t explain. Something blue and silver glowed for a moment at the edge of the carving and then he felt the heat of it in his own mouth.


    The scribe gasped, looked up and saw the dark shape of Frankel hovering halfway between himself and the doorway. The old man stepped forward, about to offer help. Simon understood he mustn’t; the mind-cane had begun to act and neither of them could gainsay it.


    “No,” he said, panting, and Frankel stopped at once. “Please, stay where you are, I don’t know what will happen.”


    And then he couldn’t speak any more. An explosion of flame on his tongue and a soaring heat in his thoughts. It leapt down through his shoulders and arms, his stomach and his legs. It ripped through his blood, blending and moulding, churning a pathway through all his secrets, all his past and all his fragile future. He gasped, knew himself to be burnt from within but not consumed, and then it was gone.


    The mind-cane fell to the stone floor. Frankel was at his side, holding him up once again. Simon took a step back, anxious not to burn the man, but when he looked around, the fire had gone. Neither of them was in danger. Even the cane was still and silent.


    He heard the sound of footsteps. Someone else was arriving at the great hall.


    


    Ralph


    


    He is unable to help his actions. Turning from them would have been like trying to turn back across a summer river in full spate. Once in his bedroom, the emeralds at Ralph’s side start to glitter and dance. As if they have been suddenly awoken after a long time or like a young fox sensing the pursuit of the hounds. Even the bag they are held in dances with them and glows a faint green.


    Something of their energy fills his blood then and for the first time, at least in daylight, he opens the door of the private rooms and steps out into darkness.


    He walks through scenes of near-destruction and the grief of a dying building. All he remembers is the need to follow where the strange jewels are leading and the need to turn his eyes away from the ruin of what once was home. Still, he can’t help but see and acknowledge the scars disfiguring the stonework, the smashed tables, the torn tapestries. And the scattering of decorative weaponry on the floor. Most of these are lying at the edges of the corridors. Someone must have tried to bring a kind of order out of the chaos filling the air. Tried and given up such a hopeless task. Once Ralph almost stumbles over a set of plain daggers, but his feet know their way. They turn neither to right nor to left, but follow the path the emeralds call them to.


    It is only when he approaches the hallway that he senses Simon’s presence. Closer than he has anticipated, but still so far distant.


    Ralph’s blood leaps upwards but he does not hesitate. His hand clutches the shining emeralds and he keeps on walking.


    At the next heartbeat he stands in the once proud hallway and faces two men. One he usually never sees and the other is more deeply known to Ralph than his own thoughts. More frightening than any of those also.


    He can think of nothing to say.


    Frankel, the cook’s quiet husband, bows his head and takes a step backwards. He mutters something Ralph cannot hear. It may have been a greeting, or it may have been a curse. No matter. Because it is the other man – Simon of the White Lands – whom Ralph can see most clearly.


    Of course it is not long since he has seen Simon, but this is the first time for what seems a life-season beyond the telling he has seen him without the fierce hand of the mind-executioner scaffolding all thoughts. Turning them deeper and with more bitterness into themselves. Twisting Ralph into the kind of man he thought he did not want to be. No matter. It is too late for regrets, although they almost drown him. Simon looks older, more wearied. Then again, don’t they all. The scribe seems barely able to support himself. Part of Ralph wants to step forward, offer help, but part of him knows there is no place for this here. Simon and he are now neither friends nor enemies. But something other, something he does not yet know.


    Nor is it Ralph’s place to know.


    For Simon has the mind-cane with him. The executioner’s cane. Which means one of only two things: Simon has come either to save them, or destroy them. Or perhaps both. Perhaps his reasoning is too narrow. Nothing about their whole sorry history has fallen the way Ralph would have wished it.


    It strikes him for the first time that, with the cane, Simon can take what revenge he wishes upon him. He has the power to drive Ralph to the floor, prostrate him until he is begging to be released from the agony the mind-cane can bring about. For the pains he has inflicted on Simon alone – let alone on his country – he has every right to do so. Ralph will not run. He will accept whatever the gods and stars have in store.


    Simon does nothing. He simply stares at Ralph. Like a man drinking down a flagon of water when he has been thirsty for many days, but who does not know what poisons may lurk within.


    The mind-cane in his grasp leaps in his fingers but Simon holds onto it. Frankel steps away further. Something draws Ralph’s eye and he glances down. The emeralds are the brightest green he has ever seen them, but their warmth is missing. They are as cold as a tree in winter.


    “Ralph,” Simon whispers at last. His voice is hoarse. He sounds as if he has much to say but the words are trapped in his mouth.


    It is then Ralph understands that, whatever happens, he can do no good. Neither to Simon nor to any of the people in his care. All the power has gone to the scribe, the very man he once lorded it over, and Ralph has no place here. The castle, the villages, all the lands are Simon’s. The only thing he himself can do is to step aside.


    As the last of the Tregannons, this is something he should do with dignity, holding on in some measure to the gifts his father gave him. But, after what has happened, Ralph’s mind is nothing more than a tattered wisp of what it once was. He has been fooling only himself with the hope anything can be different.


    He curses in his mother’s language. Not with the words of the Tregannons, but with the words of those they claimed to despise.


    Frankel cries out something and Simon steps forward. He seems stronger now but Ralph does not allow him to speak. He flings down the remaining emeralds at the scribe’s feet. Ralph is worthy of none of them. The jewels scatter like river-stones across the stone slabs of the hall. He does not wait to see where they will come to rest or what Simon will do.


    Instead, he swings round and strides back the way he has come in unthinking hope. Back to the private rooms. Back to the dark.


    


    Simon


    


    The moment Ralph disappeared, the scribe dropped the cane and collapsed down onto the floor, running his hands through his hair. Frankel hovered around him, putting his weight first on one foot then another. If Simon hadn’t had the mind-energy knocked from him, he might even have thought this was amusing. Instead he could feel the rapid thud of his heart and the dryness in his throat. He should have been prepared for this, shouldn’t he? He’d come here to help Ralph, to help the Lammas Lands. He’d wanted to see Ralph, by the gods and stars, and he’d got his desire.


    But he hadn’t expected to see the Lammas Master in such depths of surely insurmountable pain. The moment the man had walked in upon them, the sharp crimson jaggedness of his broken mind had swept over Simon like a winter storm. He’d hardly been able to breathe. He’d known Ralph would be damaged from the wars and from his encounters with the mind-executioner. Hadn’t he himself received thought-wounds he refused to remember fully from the cursed Gelahn? So, he’d expected this: pain, grief, regret and deep confusion. But the Lammas Overlord’s mind was barely there. Simply a series of impressions with no linking structure. This was not something Simon knew how to solve. Not at once, anyway. Even though the mere sight of Ralph had satisfied a need in Simon he knew could not be spirited away by any cane or emeralds, that didn’t matter. They had to find a quick solution to the troubles facing this land, before the winter depths were fully upon them. Otherwise the people would starve and Ralph would not be able to help them. They needed another way. But what? He groaned aloud and Frankel bent over him.


    “Are you all right?” The old man’s eyes darted from where the scribe sat hunched on the floor to where the Overlord had vanished through the darkened doorway. Simon didn’t need to fathom his companion’s mind to know the appearance of the castle’s owner had sent the old servant into spasms of confusion and discomfort. That much was obvious. He had not considered it before, but it must be difficult for Ralph’s servants to see him brought so low, no matter what the justification for it.


    “Yes,” he said. “Forgive me. I hadn’t expected to see Ralph like that.”


    The old man blinked and took a step backwards and Simon sensed at once he’d crossed some kind of line without knowing it. Then it came to him. Of course. He was riding poorshod over their traditions as well as forcing himself upon their consciences.


    “I mean the Lammas Lord,” he said quickly. “I didn’t mean to insult your ways by using your Master’s chosen name. I simply wasn’t thinking.”


    To his surprise, Frankel smiled. The expression softened his whole face.


    “We are not fools, scribe,” he replied. “We understand how things were between you both. And, besides, who knows what our customs should be now-seasons? We neither have a people nor a land to uphold them.”


    The dust settled slowly over the old man’s words, perhaps the truest ones Simon had so far encountered since his arrival. He nodded. Then he reached across and gathered the emeralds Ralph had flung at him before he left. As he touched each one, a glimmer of green washed over his hand and the mind-cane trembled. Finally he picked up the cane also and rose to his feet. His cloak felt clammy from the dust and dirt lining the floor.


    When he was level with Frankel again, Simon spoke. “Where will the Lammas Lord have gone?”


    “He has been keeping mainly to his private rooms, sir. Sometimes, Jemelda or I think perhaps he walks alone through the ruins of his castle at night, but we have not seen him. It is just an impression we have. But he sees no-one and, until today, has talked to no-one either. I think truly he has abandoned us.”


    “I hope that will turn out not to be as true as you think,” Simon said softly, “but I admit I cannot tell. Please, can you show me to the room I may stay in while I am here?”


    Frankel nodded before leaving. “Wait here,” he said. “I did not expect it to be so dark. I will fetch light.”


    Simon found it strange how, even though it was morning, there was scarcely any light entering the great hall from any source. He waited quietly in the dimness, knowing this also to be magic, and sending out a thin flurry of thought to try to sense any clues the broken stone might give him. He did not send any of these in the direction of the Overlord. Some griefs were best left private. However, he could sense nothing useful – only the pains and defeats he already knew. Not even the mind-cane gave him any inroads. Simon wondered if the legacy of the mind-executioner had been to dampen down the natural vigour of the land and its people, as well as the brightness of their sun, and if that oppression was upon them even now. It would explain the strange numbness and near silence of his thoughts when they returned to him.


    But he had no time to meditate on this any further as he heard the sound of Frankel’s footsteps and saw the flicker of light from the two fire-torches he held. He must have struck them to life in his wife’s kitchen. Simon wondered if the two of them had spoken about Ralph.


    The old man glanced round as he entered the hallway as if he expected his master might have returned. He half-shrugged when he saw nobody but Simon.


    “Please, Scribe,” he said, his voice low. “Follow me and I will take you to a shelter of sorts.”


    “Thank you,” Simon replied and fell into step behind Frankel. The mind-cane nestled in his grip and he felt the unfamiliar press of the new emeralds at his side.


    In silence, the two men walked through the all but ruined castle. The scribe scarcely recognised any of the routes they took. It was as if the former familiarity he had gained here had been cast away into the skies and might never be found again. The sensitivity of his impressions was heightened due to the presence of the cane; he caught the cavernous echo of crimson pain and purple sorrow, the feel of them swirling across the dusty air and dimness. Each wave of colour pressed deep into his mind and he found himself gripping the cane with more purpose than was customary. Whether that helped or hindered his journey in any way was another matter entirely. Once the sharpness of red piercing his thoughts made him gasp and he stumbled, but Frankel turned and steadied him, holding both torches temporarily in one hand. The closeness of the flame brought fire to Simon’s cheeks.


    “Forgive me,” he said. “The castle seems jagged. It’s hard to concentrate on walking when my head is throbbing with colour.”


    The old man nodded as if any of this would bear logic for someone who didn’t read minds. Simon could sense his companion’s sudden remembered realisation of the scribe’s skills even before Frankel snatched his hand away. There was nothing he could do to reassure him however, nor any real apology he could make. The fact – the essential difference he possessed which most, though not all, of the Lammas people did not – was what it was. He could neither deny nor gainsay it. But, because of the man’s kindness to him, and because what he was doing here was so fragile, so fragmented, this time he found himself speaking. There in the darkness with the brightness of the torches Frankel held as the only link between them.


    “I’m sorry for that too,” he whispered, understanding with his gifting how the old man needed no further explanation of the subject matter. “I cannot help what my mind can do, but believe me when I say I do not delve into matters which are private to those around me as far as I have the power. I have enough troubles of my own. I know what I have done in the past – murdered men and women for the dreams and ideas their minds held – is beyond any forgiveness I can name or call on. But I speak of the present, Frankel, not of what has gone before.”


    The old man swallowed. Simon could hear the noise of it in the silence layering the air. The scribe waited. Finally the man spoke.


    “We only have the present now,” he said. “As you say. We must do with it what we can.”


    And then he swung round and walked away, on the path they had been on before Simon stumbled. After what seemed like an eternity of twists and winding corners, Frankel stopped. He ducked his head and disappeared into the gloom. Simon blinked, the memories of his strange journey to Gathandria with Johan flooding his mind. He shook them away; things were different here. Instead he followed suit and found himself in a small room where the four walls around him and the roof above at least seemed fairly intact. There would be then some protection from the wind and foul weather.


    Frankel was in the act of positioning one of the blazing torches in the sconce. The shadows shifted across the stonework, making strange animals and mythical beasts across the light and darkness. Simon shivered and wrapped his cloak around himself more fully.


    “This is all we have which remains fit for habitation,” he said. “It was once used for the chickens and pigs but they have long gone.”


    Simon smiled. “I am simply grateful for the shelter, and ask for no more.”


    For the first time, Frankel lifted his head fully and gazed at the scribe. There was something in the old man’s expression which reminded him of Jemelda. Indeed, when Frankel spoke, it was with intensity, not gentleness.


    “On the contrary,” he said, “you are here amongst us and therefore you ask for much.”


    Simon swallowed. “Yes, perhaps you are right. For now, I wish to stay here for a while, compose my thoughts. Meditate in order to prepare for what is to come.”


    For another long moment – almost the time it would take to begin a spring story for the children – the two men were silent. Then Frankel shrugged and coughed, and the determination which had wrapped him around vanished away. The scribe could feel it easing through the stones and out into the air. The old man was himself again.


    “You may do what you will here,” he said. “When you are ready, and you wish to speak with my wife, then if you retrace our steps and turn right whenever you find a choice is needed, you will find us well enough again. It will bring you to the master’s hallway.”


    Then he was gone, the fire from his remaining torch lighting his way. Simon smiled to himself. If he had been paying more attention to the direction of their travel and less to the jagged wounds of the colours sweeping over his mind, perhaps he would have realised the logic of the path. Still, he understood it now.


    For a while, he steadied his breath, trying to centre his thoughts on the rich inner landscape which lay at the depths of his mind: the picture of peace and quietness that called to him always, but so far had been largely unfulfilled in his life. The cane hummed gently at his side. All he could do was wait until peace should come. He suspected it would take a while, and he hoped there would be wisdom enough to guide him through it.


    


    Jemelda


    


    They did not see the murderous scribe again all that day-cycle, and the fact of his return kept Jemelda awake all night. In the alcove in the kitchen, with the smells of bread and the faint hint of the remaining spices around her, she turned from one side to the other, and back again, never finding the comfort she sought. Occasionally the soft snores of Frankel accompanied her watching and once he shuffled across to her and held her gently in his arms. She didn’t dare move as she guessed he still slept. After a while though, he returned to his side of the makeshift bed and she was free to ponder on her own once more.


    Her reaction to the scribe had surprised her. Yes, she wasn’t a fool. She knew only too well her responses to situations or events, particularly if unexpected, could be impassioned. You couldn’t run any kind of a kitchen in a castle like this without breaking a few sheaves of wheat. Not to mention pots and pans. No good cook she’d ever known had been calm. Not that a good cook was needed now. There was so little food and only the Lammas Lord, Apolyon, her husband and herself to feed. With all of her spirit, she longed to be able to feed the lost villagers of Lammas too, but they kept to the outlying fields and woods, gleaning what nourishment they could from the winter berries and only occasionally venturing back for what shelter they might find. Their source of food was unlikely to last long, with the snows beginning to threaten to the full, and the wars had destroyed the field-gleanings, consuming them with fire and darkness. Soon they were all likely to starve, or be torn apart by the wolves. Gods and stars preserve them. She had denied the truth for as long as she could but she had no choice but to admit that what was needed was not food, but a saviour.


    Something wet flowed from her eye and she brushed away her weakness, cursing herself for being nothing but an old fool. Because she and Frankel had both assumed Lord Tregannon would be the one to bring peace and healing to the lands and people he owned. This had failed to happen. Instead, their Overlord had hidden himself away in his shattered private rooms and only taken the minimum of the food she’d prepared for him, barely enough to keep a child alive. Something else was needed.


    Maybe, with the terrible lack of any other choice, that something was the scribe.


    No. She clenched her fists under the thin blanket and tried to breathe calmly. That murderer had brought misery and death to these lands when he arrived here. She could never forgive him for it, no matter what Frankel said about the need to let hatred go. For how could she ever let it go when so many of her friends and neighbours lay dead and their families destroyed? No, she would never forgive him. She would hold onto the knowledge of what the Lammas Lands had once been and she would never let it go. Whatever plan the scribe had to work his devious way into the confidence of the remaining villagers, she would stand firm against him. She swore it to herself. There and then, in the darkness, next to her sleeping and unsuspecting husband, she promised herself she would not allow the scribe to go unpunished, she would not allow him even to live. No matter if the fearful mind-cane destroyed her for it. The sacrifice they needed would be the murderer himself, and nothing else could save them. Odd how the acknowledgement of her decision and this new understanding brought her the kind of peace inside she had not known for a long season. It made her smile.


    And so, finally, in the lighter hours of the morning-cycle, Jemelda slept.


    When she woke, the space in the bed next to her was empty. That in itself was unusual but, this day-cycle, not surprising as she had only fully slept the last quarter of the night. So she gathered herself together, clutching her night-tunic around her, and padded into the kitchen.


    Her husband had already washed. She could see the faint sparkle in his grey hair, and the basin and jug stood off-centre on the work space next to him. He was staring out of the window and did not hear her approach. For a while she stood next to him, quietly, appreciating the warmth from his skin. Both of them stared out at the snow. It was the first solid fall of this winter-season.


    She took hold of his hand. His fingers curled around hers and it was then she spoke at last.


    “How long will it be before we begin to die now that winter is truly here?” she whispered.


    Frankel had no answer for her, not to that question. He only squeezed her fingers and sighed.


    After a while, she extricated herself from his comforting hold and busied herself preparing breakfast for Lord Tregannon. Frankel watched her. She could feel his eyes on her every movement.


    When she could stand it no longer, she dropped the wooden spoon she had only just taken up. It fell with a dull clatter into the washing basin. Then she swung round to face him.


    “All right,” she grumbled. “What is it you want me to do? Make food for the murderer also?”


    He simply smiled. “Jemelda. I know you will do the right thing. I have been married to you for too long not to understand that. But it seems to me if you are to test the man in some way, then he may need strength for what is to come.”


    It was always the same, she thought. Frankel’s pure reasonableness unwomanned her each time. He knew too well the path through her defences. Still, his trust in her made her smile. Though, right now, she knew there were secrets hidden behind it which neither of them could fathom.


    “I will feed him what we have to spare,” she answered, lowering her gaze from her husband’s steady eyes. “For your sake only. Then we will do what we have to.”


    “When will you gather the people, my love?”


    Jemelda lifted her head to the ceiling, as if she hoped she would find inspiration there. She knew she would not.


    “At the midday hour,” she whispered at last. “The old traditions tell us that is best for great matters.”


    “Yes, and for deadly ones too,” her husband replied.

  


  
    

    Third Gathandrian Interlude


    


    Annyeke


    


    The Square of Meeting was covered with freshly-fallen snow and Annyeke shivered in the familiar warmth of her cloak. She had been waiting here for nearly three hour-cycles now since the sun had been bright enough for walking, although she had occasionally retreated into the nearest remaining safe area of the ruined Council building when the cold became overwhelming. Slowly the people had gathered and, one by one, the elders had joined her, beginning with the Chair Maker, a fact that had for a moment made her smile. In Gathandria, you could always rely on a carpenter to be early. He must have been hard at work even before his arrival as his hair was sprinkled with wood-shavings. Annyeke had to quell the urge to brush it off him. She didn’t like to think anyone brought out the maternal urge in her, foster son or no foster son.


    Still, thinking about family had brought to mind the deep truth she should have remembered yesterday morning when the elders had arrived. The Chair Maker’s wife, Iffenia, was dead. How she had betrayed them at the last, and the terrible reasons for it. What kind of a First Elder was she if she had forgotten it, however temporarily? She must remember to think of other people too, in their individual needs, not just of the land and her immediate family.


    Now she reached for the Chair Maker, put her hand on his arm. “I’m sorry about Iffenia. I should have spoken of this yesterday, but your sudden arrival here – the presence of all the elders – surprised me. I have no excuse, but I’m sorry.”


    His eyes clouded and he nodded. She could feel his grief stirring from the depths of his mind – flickering shades of dark green and black – and she withdrew her hand to avoid intruding on what would be private. Sometimes thoughts were shared without the intent to do so. Before she could step back, however, the Chair Maker grasped her fingers and spoke, again aloud, although she could hear his words echoed in her mind.


    “I understand, and I am grateful for your words,” he said, and his voice was low and hoarse, as if the dust from his studio had lined his throat. “But was your forgetfulness due to anger as well, Annyeke? If it was, then it is a dangerous thing. I do not warn you of this. I simply tell you.”


    Biting her lip, Annyeke nodded. The chastisement – for she could well recognise it for what it was, no matter the soothing phrases accompanying the sting – was well deserved.


    “Thank you,” she said.


    For a moment, she thought a sharp surprise glittered from his mind but it was as swiftly packed away. Perhaps he was unused to First Elders accepting any kind of correction from their Council. Well, a woman was now in charge and things were different.


    “Indeed, First Elder,” the Chair Maker said with a smile, and Annyeke realised she had been interpreted – correctly – once more.


    In the cold half-light of morning over the city she smiled back. And said what she hadn’t anticipated saying.


    “Tell me about your wife.” She blinked. “If you wish to, I mean.”


    He looked at her fully, for the first time.


    “I would like that very much,” he said. “But here I think words might be a barrier to our thoughts. May I?...”


    After an almost imperceptible pause, Annyeke nodded, and the Chair Maker lifted his hand to her forehead, to facilitate the connection between them.


    There, in the morning’s chill quietness, and for the length of the start of a summer story, he told her his tale. About his wife, about himself and about the carving they had made.


    ******


    


    I never expected to be married to one such as she, tall and elegant and beautiful, the Chair Maker said. Why should I when I am and have always been as you see before you? Round and small, like a stone smoothed by the rushing waters over many year-cycles. I loved the woman who would become my wife for many moon-seasons before she even knew I lived. When I was learning my trade in my father’s workshop, she would come from the region of glass-makers to choose offcuts for the fires her people needed. The first time I saw her, she was wearing a long green dress and the sky lit up her hair. In those days, it was bright yellow, with a hint of gold. Later of course, as is the nature of the seasons, her hair became grey, as it was when you knew her. But what you see in one instance of knowing is never the sum of what a Gathandrian, or indeed any person, can be.


    So I treasured the moments when she would come to us, not knowing then why I did so. I was too young to understand fully the ways of the mind. How love comes when it is least expected, and how it can root itself in your thoughts, so it can never be broken away. Then, one day, when the autumn-season had begun to wrap the trees in red and gold, my father was out selling our wares at the market, and I was in the workshop alone.


    I knew something was about to happen even before I saw the shape of Iffenia at the threshold. I sensed a change in the air, something tingling my skin, and I dropped the chisel I held and turned to greet her. She, a daughter of the glass-makers, and I a son of a mere carpenter. So far apart in the city and peoples we moved in. For Gathandria was not equal and full of justice, as it still isn’t.


    Back then, her presence thought-startled me. I did not have my father to act the part of host, for however short a time, and neither could I think that today we had any offcuts large enough for burning. She had only visited three day-cycles previously. We were not expecting her for at least another five daybreaks. Stumbling upward to greet her, I could sense the dust settling over my hair and I brushed it away as best I could.


    It was then she spoke my name, for the first time, I think.


    “Bayard,” she said. “I saw your father at his market stall, but I did not see you.”


    And then she stopped, as if she had already said too much, and looked away from me. I did not want that to happen. No, I wanted her to keep looking at me until my father returned, and beyond. I wanted her to keep looking at me always. I was only twenty summers old and she just nineteen, but I knew then. As if it had always been obvious.


    To keep her there, I spoke. My voice sounded too rough and I had to say the words again before she understood me.


    “If you wish, I can show you some of my father’s carvings,” I muttered. “I am afraid we do not have enough offcuts for your glass today.”


    She smiled at me and nodded. “Thank you. I would like to see those.”


    I led her to the smaller room at the side of the studio. This morning, neither we nor the few men who worked with us had had time to tidy the carving-space before leaving for the market, and I had put off the chore until nearer the evening. Now I wished I had done it at once. The low benches covered with woodshavings and the temporarily abandoned table-work seemed shabby, and I hurried to open the window wider and clear a space for her to sit.


    She did so, gathering her skirts around her and gazing up at me in expectation. It felt as if my tongue were too big for my mouth, and I reached for my father’s latest work in order to cover the flush on my face.


    “This one,” I said, showing her the panel of a door on which my father had carved a delicate amber tree in full flower. “This one he is still working on, but it will soon be finished. It is for the theatre.”


    Iffenia took the panel in her hands, her fingers brushing against mine for a moment, and I remember holding my breath for a heartbeat. She laid the carving on her lap, unmindful of the dust settling onto her clothes, and gazed down at it.


    “It’s beautiful,” she said. “The feel of it is so much warmer than glass.”


    I had never thought about how different materials might be before. I was so used to working with wood, carving it and drawing out the hidden shape of it, that I had made no comparison with other trades. If I had thought of it at all, then the way glass was fired from heat would have made me think the opposite from her, but of course the glitter and near invisibility of its final state was very different to that of wood, which is a comforting presence wherever it may be.


    Perhaps it was this which spurred my companion on as she lifted her hazel-green eyes and looked at me with a question in her eyes.


    “Will you teach me how to do such work?” she asked me. “I would very much like to learn.”


    Such a question, shattering as it did the traditions of our people, made me take several steps backwards. “Why would you need to learn such a thing? You are a glass-maker. Your skills are far greater than ours. But-but in any case it would not be right, would it? If you insisted, my father could offer you tuition, but I could not do it. I’m sorry, but you see that, don’t you?”


    Indeed there were so many pressing reasons why it would be impossible for one such as I to teach my craft to one such as Iffenia. In our city, people did not change trades unless for reasons of family; glass-makers were better thought of than carpenters; and for a young man to be coaching a young woman would imply a future stability which did not exist between us, and was never likely to.


    My train of thought, muddled and flickering as it no doubt was in that dusty room all those year-cycles ago, must have been as clear to Iffenia as the parkland in the brightest sunlight.


    She smiled. “And cannot things change, once in a while, Bayard? Are we not free to be whomever we wish?”


    The way she said my name made me think of oak trees in the fullest leaf. As if something I had never imagined possible before might by some star-miracle be possible now.


    I drew up a stool and sat down opposite her. The light from the window glittered over her hair and, this close, I caught the smell of lemonwood. A rare perfume.


    There in the seclusion of my father’s studio, I gave Iffenia her first lesson in carving. I found an old apron for her to wear so her clothing would not be spoiled, and I dusted off our best working-stool for her use, angling it towards the light so she might not strain her eyes. Of course there are many tasks a carver must do before the wood can be released into the life it longs for. You must choose the right shape and type of tree for the task to hand. Apple-willow is the easiest for beginners, although its carvings do not last as long as those of an oak or river-cypress. And it is useless for larger items. Next, the wood must be primed with a mixture of olive and winter-grape oil. The one for soothing and the other for clarity. It is best to allow the wood to breathe in these gifts over a course of five day-cycles before one even considers how one’s hands can best mould it. But of course that morning, I longed to give Iffenia something to work with, so she would feel how the wood altered itself to her fingers, and how in return her fingers responded to what the wood conveys. For wood, as the legends tell us, is never silent. Whilst it is rooted to the soil, it whispers in the summer breezes and its moaning is heard during our winter storms. So, when the woodsman cuts the bark, its voice is neither lost nor destroyed. It speaks to us still.


    I gave her the apple-willow my father was saving for our newest apprentice, and the smallest of the chisels. Her fingers were always delicate and white, even in the year-cycles to come, when her carvings became widely known around our city. Iffenia was always proud of her hands. I took an old carving from the nearest shelf. It showed the outline of a bird and a tree-rose that had proved useful in teaching and training for many. And I instructed her how to begin and how to keep the lines in perspective so the demands of the whole were not abandoned. The secret of carving is never to urge oneself onward. The importance of each cut, each moment of pressure between hand and tree cannot be underestimated. It is better to spend many day-cycles creating one simple piece than to create many pieces in a day. That is what the great sculptors know in their blood, and that, I tell you, is what Iffenia knew from the start. I am not a true sculptor and yet I saw how she was the moment the chisel nestled in her grasp. The colours of her mind flowed outwards through her skin and into the wood. Bright yellows and deep greens. I had never seen such combinations in anyone’s mind before, and I have not seen them since in anyone else. Others may say this indicates the division in her thoughts between what is and what should be and that this was the reason why she betrayed you all to the mind-executioner. But I saw these colours as beautiful, and I still do.


    Back then, the apple-willow responded to her presence in a way I had never seen for anyone in my father’s studio, and certainly not for me. It glowed first gold, as if some strange form of sunlight was warming it into life, and then into a steady cream colour. Like the ripening corn when the wind flows through it. Iffenia laughed and raised her dancing eyes to mine. I couldn’t help but laugh too, although my heart beat faster and I felt as if I were about to shout or run or perform some other act which would make those eyes smile at me again. I did not tell her that what was happening was so new and strange I did not know how to teach her anything she did not already guess at or understand. In a way I would never be able to.


    And she was of the glass-maker’s family. I watched Iffenia carve her bird and her rose for the whole of that afternoon, and I remember it now as one of the best days of my life. The wood responded to her touch, melting its voice into her skin and freely giving her whatever she demanded of it. I too heard the wood’s song and lost myself in its warmth and calling.


    That day, she created the best and most vibrant carving I have ever seen in a beginner. And though in the years to come, she was to surpass such work many times, it is the one I think of when I think of her. I have always kept it and I keep it with me now. She never knew that and I wish with all my mind I had told her so while I still could.


    Five year-cycles after that, we became bond-partners. My father grumbled at our joining ceremony but his words were empty. He was brought up to think those who worked with wood were not suited for the makers of glass, but he saw the way Iffenia and I looked at each other – the bond which flowed between us – and he did not gainsay our desire. She gave me joy and I gave her laughter. It was a wise balance.


    Without her, I would not have had the courage to turn from my background and the many sculptors whose bloodline mixes with my thoughts, and to become the elder you see before you now, Annyeke. It was always Iffenia who thought I could do anything, she who believed in me. For such a gift, I gave her what little wood-learning I could and she far surpassed my skills in it. In her, I found my own peace of mind, and the place I should be. Without Iffenia, I would never have thought to offer myself as an elder to this once-mighty city of ours – it was she alone who gave me the confidence and heart to do so. But, by the great stars, I wish with all my mind I had not done it. For look where we elders have taken Gathandria now.


    But that is in the past and we must look to the future, or else we will never survive, neither ourselves nor the countries and people under our jurisdiction. How we restore our streets and buildings and people is a decision you, Annyeke, must take and we must support. Still, I want you to know whatever Iffenia did, or tried to do, she did because of me. I miss her with every thought, with every breath, with every dream. The moments you knew of her are not the wholeness of the person my bond-partner was. She will be with me always. Remember that when you look into people’s minds, Annyeke. Because in life and in death, Iffenia and I have kept faith with each other, and nothing else truly matters. We have kept faith.


    


    *****


    


    As he finished speaking, the Chair Maker’s eyes filled with tears, and Annyeke stretched out her hand to touch his arm. He might have been about to say something else, she wasn’t sure, but the next moment a loud cry came from the direction of the parkland – a cry not just of the voice but of the mind too – and she spun round towards it. Jagged ribbons of mind-colour swung through the air – yellow, crimson, black – and for a wild heartbeat Annyeke thought the mind-executioner had returned. But no, that was impossible. He was dead, truly dead, and his blood was on her hands alone. It could not be him.


    Allowing herself one glance only at the elder beside her, she began to run towards the park. A moment’s hesitation, and she heard the sound of his feet behind her. And beyond him, the noise of the gathered people accompanying them. Both she and the Chair Maker struggled and slipped on the packed snow lining the streets. Under her breath and as the noise of pain became louder, Annyeke cursed the war which meant the street-cleaners no longer plied their trade.


    When she turned the corner near the winter-pines, she almost fell, but the steadying hand of the elder kept her from harm. That brought back an echo of memory – of she and Iffenia in the snow at the battle – and by the time she acknowledged it she was too late to stop the widower from catching her thought.


    I’m sorry. She launched the words at him, hoping he would see them for what they were, but there was no time for any other nicety. Because scrabbling like wood-cats under the trees were several Gathandrians and two of the returning elders. The Maker of Gardens and the Silent One. It was the latter who was screaming – in thought only – but the shouts had come from the people of the city. Annyeke could hear their words plunging through her blood: traitors! cowards! murderers!


    All of which was arguably true, she had to admit, but the Gathandrians prided themselves on being a peaceful people – the arbiters of what was right. Or they had done so once. This terrible anger, understandable though it was, would be useless to them. Perhaps it was the most destructive force of all.


    Now she was close enough to pull the fighting men apart. Shutting down the high-pitched screams in her head, she reached forward. And found herself held back by something, by someone.


    No, the Chair Maker whispered, his voice seeming to come from the depths of her own blood. They could harm you.


    She swung round and shook off his restraining hand. All her sympathy for him vanished temporarily away. Do you think we haven’t all been harmed enough by other forces? And do you think I care if they injure me?


    And the truth was she didn’t. Annyeke knew this fight must stop. For if the people rose up against their former elders, then there might never be peace, or at least not in her lifetime. So, with that, she lunged at the nearest fighter – one of the Gathandrians – and tried to drag him away from the beleaguered elders. It was then she realised that even though short red-haired women were on any other occasion a great force to be reckoned with, they were not, sadly, any match for a Gathandrian male in the prime of life. She found herself kicked and scratched and beaten in the body, whilst her mind tackled the combined and unfocused rage of the city people.


    By the gods, perhaps the elder’s warning had been wiser than she’d given him credit for. She didn’t want Johan and Talus to be mourning her loss before they’d even properly begun to be a family. Sending out a small mind-pinch, which she used to push her assailants away without harming them, Annyeke managed to struggle clear of the fray.


    Gasping for breath, she rose to her feet and blinked. The Chair Maker was standing nearby. She thought there might be a look of wry amusement on his face but he said nothing, neither out loud nor in the mind. His expression did not change one flicker as he handed her the branch he must have discovered under the wood-pines. Annyeke nodded her thanks. She took the strange offering, turned round to the battle, tried not to think of the last time she’d wielded a weapon far more dangerous than this, and swept it across the writhing backs of the men.


    She did this not just with her own physical power, but with all the sharpness of her mind. Not only that, but as the wood-pine’s rugged branch slashed into the fighting men, she realised the colours flowing over her skin were not just the calming colours of green and lilac, but possessed an added darkness from the elder also. For a heartbeat, such darkness puzzled her and made her think of things, even legends, she should not think of, but she crushed the thought as it gave her the edge she needed. The combined forces split open the angry crimson of the scrapping Gathandrians, bringing a temporary respite to the pointless fighting. The mind-screaming ceased and Annyeke felt the sudden return of peace to her thoughts like a welcome river over a thirsty land.


    “Get up,” she said, and glared at the menfolk.


    They obeyed. She allowed them no other choice. The snow began to fall more heavily but Annyeke took no notice. She dropped the branch and waited until they had finished shuffling and looking furtive.


    “You are all fools,” she said at last. “I understand you, the people of Gathandria, have grievances against our elders. But do you really think fighting amongst ourselves will help any of us? It is we who have chosen those who have governed us and so in the eyes of the gods and stars above, we are all guilty in some way or other. I know we have suffered great losses, of our houses, our lands, our businesses and, above any of these, the loss of those we love. The elders too are not immune from this, as you well know. Hatred will not heal our country or our minds. When I consider it, the very fact the elders have returned to Gathandria for an accounting of their crimes is a mark of courage none of us expected to witness. I cannot myself tell whether I would have had the courage to return so quickly though I hope my mind would have guided me. I hope I would have left my pride behind.


    “So we must work together to heal our city and the neighbouring countries who look to us for their safety. Today, I have no city-wide speech to give you for all the people to hear. I thought I did but I think I have sense enough to change my mind; that approach does not fit the season. But to you few Gathandrians whose passion and spirit have brought you to this place of confrontation, I say these words: you have showed how much your life and your land mean to you by fighting. And our elders have showed us how much those same things mean to them by returning. We are not so very different from each other. So speak together. Accuse them if you wish, though not with physical and mental violence, and listen. Then take the words and thoughts you have heard and travel through our ruined streets and squares with them. Talk about them to those you meet and let what good we learn today spread through Gathandria as swiftly and surely as the wind. Then when you have had and heard your fill of reasons and words, let us decide together how we will make this city of ours, and the countries which surround us, beautiful and harmonious again. Remember the peace which fills the name of our city and let us walk in such peace together. For all our sakes.”


    A silence followed Annyeke’s words. She found herself breathing heavily and clenching her fists. She hadn’t meant to say so much but the flow of it had taken her over and she had accepted it. Someone touched her shoulder and when she turned she saw it was the Chair Maker. He nodded at her, all hint of the strange darkness gone. Perhaps, she thought, it was a gifting he used only when the need was there. Still, she couldn’t help but be glad such a gift was not hers. It would surely be beyond her ability to control. After another heartbeat, the Chair Maker walked the short distance across to where the ragtaggle group of men were standing.


    One of the Gathandrians took a step forward. He was frowning. Annyeke knew at once that here was the ringleader of the feud, and longed to read his mind but such an act now would be worse than intrusive. She had no wish to restart the squabble. The Chair Maker came to a halt in front of the Gathandrian. He spread his arms there in the falling snow.


    “Please,” he said. “The First Elder is right. Forgive us for what we have done and failed to do. We will serve Gathandria’s people in any way we are able to, perform any task they command us to, under the First Elder’s jurisdiction. But, for forgiveness to happen and the way ahead to be clear, we must carve out a bridge of words both of us can walk across. Let us begin together and let us begin now. For the sake of the gods and stars themselves, and for the sake of Gathandria’s name.”


    With that, the Chair Maker turned his arms so his palms faced his would-be opponent. He made no attempt to touch the man, and Annyeke was glad to see it; with touch, the mind of another could be more easily revealed, even where the willingness was absent.


    For a long moment, the whole world seemed still. Then the lead Gathandrian nodded and gestured for the Chair Maker to walk with him. They set off across the parkland, the elder listening intently as his companion talked.


    Slowly one by one the other city folk who had followed them to the park melded into groups with the rest of the elders. The uncertainty of grey and the acceptance of soft green flowed over their heads, fusing with the snow, as they departed in different directions, leaving Annyeke alone.


    Not quite alone however. She didn’t need to turn to know he was there behind her. His special colours of blue and mauve wrapped her round and blended with her own. So in her mind she hardly knew where she ended and he began.


    Johan took her fingers in his, and kissed them.


    “I love you,” he whispered. “You are the wisest woman I have ever known, First Elder. And the most beautiful.”


    She smiled up at him and held him closer, the heat of him filling her thoughts and taking away all her worries about the Chair Maker’s gift. She had done the best she could think of to do. It was up to the people now. She hoped it might be enough.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Five: Gathering


    


    Jemelda


    


    It took her all morning to find the few people left from the village. She searched through the fields which remained unharvested. There were none to harvest them and the crops themselves were spoilt. She searched through the woods, although Frankel had warned her to be careful. Still she kept within sight of the edge of the trees, so if she heard any wolf, she might run. The wood-wolves did not travel easily across the open snow and it was a well-known fact they only killed in the dark. The morning’s thin light should be enough to keep them away.


    The first people she found were scrabbling amongst the earth at the edge of the corn field, perhaps to discover a few forgotten grains, though she knew none remained. The castle baker and his small daughter. God and stars preserve them, but they were so thin Jemelda was surprised they could move at all. She hadn’t seen them since the day the murderous scribe had been taken to the place of execution. How she wished he had died there, and the Lammas people would have been spared the pains they had gone through. But as for the baker: she had thought he and his family might be dead. Seeing the two fragile figures like this made the distant trees swim in her vision. She ran towards them, lifting her skirts to avoid the snow and calling their names.


    “Caitlin! Madred!”


    At the sound of their names, the baker and his daughter spun round to face her fully. For a heartbeat or two, as her breath pummelled her throat, Jemelda thought they might run. She stopped her pursuit at once and held out her hands to show she had no weapons. Although why they might imagine an old woman such as herself should have weapons of any sort was outside her comprehension.


    “It’s me,” she said. “Jemelda, the cook from the Lammas castle. Please, I mean you no harm.”


    As she continued to approach, Madred pushed his daughter behind him, her fair hair peeking out from the ragged scarf she wore around her head. The child must be half-frozen, the cook thought, perhaps worse. The baker’s habitually round face was sunken in on itself, and his generous mouth nothing but a tense line.


    “Stay where you are,” Madred spoke softly, his voice sounding raw and different, and Jemelda did as commanded. A rare occurrence but these were difficult times. “I know you, or what you appear to be. What are you doing here and what do you want with us?”


    Jemelda licked her lips. “I am here because I need to gather the people of the Lammas village again, what little there are left of us.”


    “Do you have food?” Madred’s eyes shone more fiercely and little Caitlin gave a low moan. It sounded as if the pair of them had been repeating that question for many day-cycles, with little or no satisfaction.


    With all her heart, Jemelda wished to answer the demand in the positive, but it was impossible. She shook her head.


    “I have another kind of food to offer, however, which might satisfy you for a while,” she said. “It might even change the way things are. The murderous one, the scribe who was the cause of all our sorrow, has returned. He says he wishes to make amends, but the time for that has past. He has agreed to put himself before the judgement of those he has wronged, and then the punishment for all the pain and death he has caused us will be our choice, and ours alone. As Frankel and I are the only ones left in the castle who are able to make decisions, we have chosen the midday hour for the murderer to speak and for him to hear our voices. Then what must be done will be done, may the stars above guide us in what is right.


    “I am a biased judge, as I believe the scribe must die for us to be free and able to live again. But I know, and my husband would be quick to tell me if I denied it, that the judgement is not mine alone, but it belongs to all of us. Please, Madred, will you help me to search for those who can cleanse our land from the curse which hangs so heavy in our skies and takes the food from our mouths as we search for it?”


    When she’d finished speaking, the baker at first said nothing. Jemelda’s heart pounded and she wondered whether her plans would in the end come to nothing. If the people she met were as near to the end of hope as Madred, then perhaps even their desire for the land to be cleansed of the crimes committed within it had faded away. She did not think she could bear it if the murderer lived, and did not pay for what he had done. By the gods, if this was likely to happen, she would knock him down and tear him apart slowly herself. No matter what the cane and the raven might do to her to protect him.


    Finally, Madred stepped forward and lifted up his head as if this were the last thing he was likely to say and he would therefore say it bravely. Jemelda admired courage in any form, a preference which would explain even further her hatred of the scribe who had always been a coward.


    “Prove to me who you are,” Madred said, his voice still sounding hoarse. “Then I might help you do this act you say will give us hope, and food. For there are rumours of creatures who can deceive the mind so what they seem to be is what they are not. When we fall into the trap, they kill us. How do I know you are not one of these?”


    Jemelda had not heard such whisperings, but then again she and Frankel had seen nobody but the Lammas Lord since the wars. She did not believe such foolishness herself, but in the times they lived through, who could tell what was true and what was a lie? She closed her eyes to try to think of what would convince the baker and his daughter.


    “Because I remember the first time you came to the castle to ply your trade,” she said, opening her eyes again. “Caitlin must have been about six months old. You were carrying her in one hand and pulling a cart filled with grain and a baking oven behind you. Caitlin was dressed in yellow and you told me it was a remnant from your dead wife’s favourite gown. She’d died in childbirth. You never told me her name and, later, it seemed too intrusive to ask. You looked almost as you do now: beaten down by life and wondering if there would be a future anything like the past you’d known. I ran and brought you a cup of wheat-broth from the Lammas Master’s meal and some milk for your daughter. You were trembling so much you spilled the broth and I had to run to fetch another. Frankel and some of the off-duty soldiers helped you find a booth, and the armourer’s wife took care of Caitlin while you set out your bakery. The first loaf you ever baked in the cast you gave to me, and the second to the armourer. It was the most delicious bread I’d ever tasted. Apart from my own, that is.”


    She stopped, unsure what else she could say to convince the man. If he believed in strange creatures who altered their appearance to deceive others, would he not also believe the very thoughts of the people might be stolen also? The mind-cane was in the land, though it had not been here for long. Jemelda did not know what influence it might have.


    Unexpectedly, Madred smiled, and coughed. Caitlin appeared from behind him as he spoke and gazed up at Jemelda.


    “All these things are true,” the baker said. “Yet the truth that tells me it is indeed yourself is your assumption your bread is better than mine. For I tell you it is not.”


    With that, the man’s face folded in on itself as if he might cry, but Jemelda did not think he had tears enough to do so. She hugged him, gently, fearing he might break, and then she gathered his daughter into her arms also and kissed her.


    “Will you help me?” she asked again.


    “Yes,” he replied.


    For the next two hour-cycles, Jemelda had similar conversations with those she could find. Some did not stay to talk with her, whilst a few walked away from her words. But most had the spirit of vengeance which had kept her alive through the past terrible week-cycles, though she did not think the same strange darkness she carried was within them. Perhaps that was her burden alone, and her joy. Anyway, the murderer had returned; he must face justice. After that, the land and the people would be free to begin again. Surely it was written across the sky and the stars.


    Her last encounter was with the blacksmith. She found him on the far side of the woods, asleep. She’d almost passed him by, the shadow of the trees blending with the light grey of his cloak where he lay curled up on the ground. It was only because he stirred and muttered something too low to hear that she realised he was there at all.


    “Who’s that?” she challenged the apparent stranger, willing herself not to think of the mysterious creatures the baker had talked about.


    When he sat up, she recognised him. “Thomas?”


    He nodded and rose to his feet. He towered above her as always but there was something different about him: something darker. As if he’d done things he wasn’t proud of, and the memory of them sat heavy on his shoulders. This quality sang to her, but she shook the feeling away.


    “Jemelda,” he said, acknowledging her presence but adding nothing more.


    “I am glad to see you alive,” she said. “I am searching for the villagers. We must gather at the midday hour-cycle in the castle courtyard. There is something important we must decide.”


    Thomas laughed, and the sound was as bitter and cold as a winter night. “Surely after what has happened, there is nothing we can do which will be important?”


    Jemelda shook her head. “I think there is. I know my husband does not agree with me and does not fully understand my reasons, but I believe if we purge the evil from amongst us, we might have a chance to be who we were before. Today that opportunity lies before us and we should rise to meet it.”


    The blacksmith stopped laughing. He took a deep breath instead and wiped his hand across his mouth. “What opportunity?”


    Jemelda laid a hand on his arm. Thomas flinched but didn’t shake her off.


    “I am sorry it must be like this,” she said, “but the scribe is back.”


    This time he pushed her fingers away, stepped back and spat deep into the bushes. Jemelda knew how much Thomas hated the murderer and she knew his reasons. The coward had been responsible for the death of the woman the blacksmith loved, and she could not judge him for his bitterness. Didn’t she have enough bitterness of her own? If Frankel had died because of the scribe, then she would pursue him to the end of the land with such a fire in her heart he would never defeat her.


    Thomas swore in the old language, words of such hatred that even the cook gasped.


    “I should have killed him when I had the chance,” the blacksmith muttered, a statement Jemelda could not understand in any measure. “I should have killed him and had done with it. The gods and stars alone know why I chose to have mercy, when I could have wiped out the disease which plagues us before the worst things began to happen. If only I had sunk my knife into his treacherous throat, then many more of us would have lived, and there would not only be a poor remnant of our people left to walk the land. Why has he returned, Jemelda? Does he wish to destroy us for all time?”


    She frowned, and a fresh flurry of snow began to settle against her neck. “He says he has come to make amends, whether it means life or death, and I will hold him to it. At the midday hour, the villagers are to decide.”


    The blacksmith laughed. “Then let him take what blooded amendments we choose for him. I for one know which stone I will pick in the judgement.”


    Jemelda stepped back, blinked and then nodded. The custom of choosing a red stone for death and a white stone for life in a trial was one carried out by the Lammas Lords alone. It had never been a privilege granted to the poor. But Thomas was right; why should what had been right in their past be a guide to what they should do now? They were the people in charge of this scene of judgement; they had the right to do what the Lords once did.


    “And I too know my choice,” she said.


    


    Simon


    


    The Lost One found his way to the kitchen by following Frankel’s instructions and trusting the route from his bed chamber to the mind-cane. For a man who would face judgement today, he felt extraordinarily calm. He had woken early and had spent the time before morning immersed in further meditation. It felt like coming back to a refreshing river he had left abandoned for too long. He centred himself on the names of the stars: the mountain; the lone man; the lovers; then the horseman; the river; and the elm, feeling the memory of his mother sift through his deepest thoughts with the latter star. Her star. After that, he called to mind the wolf and the oak; and finally the fox and the owl. Ralph Tregannon’s star and his own. He did not pause to study his reactions to the great names, but he simply accepted the ebb and flow of emotion for what it was. Nameless, but present. The structure itself gave him a kind of a peace.


    When he had begun the meditation in earnest, he found the mind-cane was nestling in his right hand, as if it had been there for a long time although he hadn’t been aware of it. Its warmth and slight quiver flowed through his skin and into his blood and its sparkle gave him an energy he hadn’t known he needed. In his thoughts he was alone on an island. With the sky a clear blue above him and with the sea a deep unfathomable presence at his side. He found it strange that he clung to the image of such vast waters when his one journey across the sea, with Johan, had been fraught with difficulty. He was not a good sailor. Still, he continued to sit within the scene his mind had given him, and waited for what it might want to convey. The sensation of sand under his body was both warm and comforting and he wondered if he should bring words into the meditation, but did not know if they would complete or break the situation.


    After a while, he delved deeper into his mind, not in search of words but for thought-states and colours he could bring into play. Emotions he could use in whatever he must face later. He found acceptance in soft mauve, and quietness in amber; an unaccountable courage in silver, and finally fulfilment in the deepest blue. Something to echo the sea.


    As he came back into his body, his muscles ached with the strain of holding one position. He must have meditated for longer than he’d anticipated, and indeed he was unused to the discipline. It was one he would need to take up on a more regular basis, if he survived the day. He glanced down at the mind-cane and saw the silver carving was glowing in the room’s darkness. He waited until the glow had almost gone before rising.


    Now he was back in the castle’s kitchen. Not wishing to cause any offence, he left the cane outside in the company of the snow-raven. The cook was conspicuous by her absence, but Frankel nodded at him and fetched a beaker of thin gruel. Simon took it but noticed it was half-empty. He gave it back, wondering if he might be taking all their sustenance for the fast-breaking, but Frankel frowned and the Lost One yielded.


    He drank the gruel in silence, allowing his companion the opportunity to speak first. The drink was not unpleasant and he smiled at Jemelda’s skill, no matter what her thoughts might be on him personally. It tasted of mulberry spice and river-nutmeg, both spices which would last long after everything else had been eaten. A drink for winter. When he’d finished, he nodded at Frankel and washed out the beaker in the dish of water left for the purpose.


    After that, Frankel spoke.


    “My wife has gone out early,” he said, “to gather the people. The judgement time is set for the midday hour.”


    Simon was grateful for the information. He could, he supposed, have gleaned the details from the man’s mind as such fresh knowledge would not yet be buried deep, but he had not thought to do so and besides it would have been unseemly.


    “Thank you.” Then, “I must find somewhere to store the cane while you decide whether I live or die. I do not wish the villagers to be afraid. There has been enough fear.”


    “You do not believe it will try to save you?”


    A good question. All Simon could say in response was what he hoped in his heart was true. “If I desire it to leave me be, then yes I believe it will obey. The snow-raven will follow it. There is a bond between them I have not yet fathomed.”


    A long silence followed his statement, and Simon could sense the waves of doubt in the old man’s mind, set against the instinct to trust. The Lost One sighed.


    “You have no reason to trust me, I know,” he said, “but I have come back and offered myself to your and the people’s judgement. If it is a trick to ensnare you again, why would I put myself in danger first? I have the mind-cane and am learning the means to use it. I am not an executioner, Frankel. I have never played any kind of deadly mind-game.”


    “Except for the ones you allowed for the Lammas Lord,” Frankel whispered.


    Simon felt his thoughts twist within him and looked away from the cook’s husband. “Yes. Except for those.”


    He could feel the old man’s eyes piercing him and so turned back to take the accusation to the full. He’d come back to face the crimes of his past so, by the gods and stars, that was what he would do. In his hand he felt a warm tingle, as if he were holding the cane; but that was impossible as the artefact remained outside. He frowned as the old man’s gaze continued to sweep through him and he wondered what Frankel saw, both of good and bad.


    His companion coughed. “The old bread store is scarcely in use these day-cycles. You could keep your cane there.”


    “Thank you.”


    Frankel gestured him outside, and Simon wrapped his cloak around himself. The morning air held its winter bite. At the threshold, the mind-cane hummed at his approach, and the scribe could sense the sudden impact of fear in the old man’s thoughts. Simon grasped the cane before it could cause any further disquiet and gave Frankel what he hoped might be a reassuring smile. Above them, the snow-raven arced and wheeled in the snow-filled air.


    The old man shuffled past him, risking the odd glance at the cane, and then hobbled towards the corner of the castle, away from the destroyed bridge. Simon followed him, struggling to keep his footing on the snow. Halfway along the north wall, Frankel bent down and grasped a small handle Simon had never noticed before. Inside he could see a long cupboard with one or two offcuts of bread at the side.


    “Is that all the bread you have left?”


    The old man nodded. “My wife bakes what she can from the spices she has but there is only one of her and little flour of any grain. We do what we can. There is room enough for your cane.”


    As the Lost One placed the mind-cane on the bread-dusty floor, the snow-raven cried out from the skies and swooped towards them. Simon grabbed Frankel, shielding his body from the bird’s talons but in the end what covered them for one moment only were the soft feathers of the raven. The bird flapped slowly away to perch on top of the deserted guards’ booth on the other side of the courtyard and the chill rushed in again.


    The scribe let the old man go, and Frankel stood and brushed down his thin cloak.


    “I’m sorry,” Simon said, blushing. “I thought the worst.”


    The old man nodded. “Sometimes the worst does not happen.”


    Simon hoped this might be true, but he could not be sure of it. In the meantime, the mind-cane remained where he’d placed it in the bread-cupboard, and was neither humming nor glowing. He closed the door and stood up.


    “Where should I wait until Jemelda returns?” he asked.


    Frankel sighed. “We are not an unkind people. Warm yourself in the kitchen, scribe, until my wife returns.”


    During the next three hour-cycles, Simon thought of many things. Memories and old hopes, which he knew he would have either to discard or resurrect in a new way very soon. The old man didn’t disturb him, but carried out a few light chores as they waited. When the scribe offered to help, Frankel shook his head and in truth, Simon was glad of the time spent with his thoughts. He tried in his mind to place the villagers and found it strange that in the many moon-cycles he’d known them, only a few had remained solid in his memory. Thomas the blacksmith was the man he had known best, and even there the acquaintance had been slight. The scribe’s memory skittered over the evil he had done to the man; if the blacksmith still lived, then Simon knew the artisan would not be kind in his judgement. He realised how much his relationship with Ralph had prevented him from building any kind of links with the villagers with whom he had once lived. Then again, his privilege at being part of the Lammas Lord’s entourage had kept him apart from most, and when the murders had started, he had helped his Lord to bring them about. It was an astonishment that Jemelda and Frankel had not wished to kill him at once; in their position he would have been afraid and angry enough to do it. As it was, they would share the responsibility with the remaining villagers. It was a reasoned approach.


    Because in the deepest well of his thoughts, the Lost One understood he must die. He had understood it from the moment he’d made the decision in Gathandria to return here. Without that decision, he was unsure whether any kind of healing could ever be achieved, not merely in the Lammas Lands but in the great city itself, and all the satellite lands around them. Simon blinked as the subconscious realisation swept over him like the onward rush of a vast river. Understanding this fact in theory was not the same as knowing it in his mind. He wished he had not abandoned the cane, and indeed the snow-raven, and found his hands had started to shake. He took a few deep breaths, reminded himself he was here, in the castle kitchen and the time of decision was not yet upon him. It might yet not be the worst.


    Even as these thoughts filled Simon, the shape of his mind suddenly altered, and he gasped and reached for the chair he sat on to ground himself; he could feel the wood grain patterning his skin and knew he was still here in the Lammas Lands. In his body only, however; his thoughts were shifting and deepening, and patterns he didn’t fully recognise were starting to form within him.


    For a moment, he fought them, heart beating wildly and trying to hold on to the sense of himself he recognised. He had lived through more than enough strangeness in these last day-cycles and did not think he could bear any more. Then, in his mind but also everywhere a voice: You are the Lost One; you must undergo what must happen.


    The voice was one he knew, a bleak light in the swooping gloom of unfamiliarity which felt as if he were drowning. The Spirit of Gathandria. Simon wanted to open his mouth and ask what it meant and whether there was any other Gathandrian who would surely be more suitable for undergoing what must happen. But he couldn’t move, even to speak, and in any case as the ideas formed in his thoughts he understood the Gathandrian Spirit had seen them. They did not need to be spoken.


    His mind continued to expand to take in whatever pictures and people were forming there and, with it, came a river of blackness. It tasted salty and its fabric covered him like a book. He was a word. No, smaller than that, a mere letter, and the parchment was drowning him. More than that, it was him. And he was the river with, inside it, all the colours of despair and grief, loss and fear. How well he knew those colours. In the past, too well, but now he had thought things were different and his life had changed. But perhaps he had assumed too much too soon; he had journeyed back to the Lammas Lands to tackle his past. He could not expect to avoid the feelings it raised in him.


    He let the feelings come. For the first time in his life he did not run. Instead he opened his arms wide and let the pain take him. It connected with parts of his history he had not considered for a while, it connected with all he could offer it. And, just as he saw how such pain might destroy him utterly, the shapes and patterns he had been aware of in his mind before became as clear as sunlight.


    He was walking through the Lammas village, from the dwelling nearest the fields along the one street towards the castle. He could not see the small houses clearly as the dark river layered his eyes, but he had the impression it was after the war had devastated them. Even so, each group of people, each family filled his thoughts as his strange mind-journey continued. He knew which had died, and which still lived, and the straitened circumstances they lived in. Only the night-women and a few half-starved children remained in the village, but the rest of them were scattered through the fields and woods. That understanding shook him most of all; the wolves would be most dangerous in winter, and most desperate for food. They must have killed some of the people. Whatever happened, at least Jemelda’s actions were bringing them back to their ruined homes, if only temporarily. He could not fully understand why they had scattered, apart from the terror of loss and the fear the mind-war would continue to destroy them. But the war had ended and did they still fear to return to the village?


    In his mind, the Lost One continued to walk, reaching the old well, where he had first met Ralph on a night as dark as the air he journeyed through now. It was then it truly struck him: the river of pain was not only in his mind, but it clung to the stones and mud of the village also. It flowed through the air he breathed and lurked within the well. It rubbed against his body as he moved, even only in thought, and it could not be escaped. The misery had become flesh and he understood why the villagers did not return on a permanent basis; the threat of wolves and winter was easier to bear than this terrible distortion of home. He wondered indeed at the courage, or real desperation, of the women and children who remained. The village needed to be cleansed of the dreadful things which had happened here, both directly and through the mind-links with Gathandria. Simon thought there was such strength in the links between the lands, but such potential for vulnerability too.


    As he made his way past the shattered homes of those he’d never really known, the echo of their lives and what they had once been sparked through the darkness: children and laughter; the smell of corn in the oven; the braids knitted by the women; the boots of the men, muddy from the fields. A hard life but not an overly cruel one, until the coming of the scribe, and how that in the end had brought the mind-executioner to them. There was much he had to put right, more perhaps than he had imagined, but he would do it. Whatever griefs lay ahead, let them be his alone, and let the people he had injured go free.


    Something turned within him, coinciding with his thought. He felt as if a door had been opened and let in unaccountable light. The pain remained, a dark and silent shadow in the background, but this did not overcome the sense of space filling him. For a moment he understood someone else accompanied him in this walking vision and he waited for a voice, but no-one spoke. Perhaps the voice was simply in what he saw and not what might be heard this time-cycle.


    The Lost One allowed the pain and the spaciousness to dwell within him, denying neither, simply letting them exist. He knew soon he was likely to have need of them both for whatever the Spirit of Gathandria might intend.


    After a while, although he could not tell the extent of it by a story’s length, Simon became aware the glimpses of the villagers, and indeed the village itself, were fading around him. He began to hear the steady pace of his own breathing, and he caught the faint scent of spices in the air. Then the press of the chair against his legs and the weight of someone’s hand on his shoulder.


    He blinked himself into the surroundings of the Lammas castle kitchen again.


    “Scribe?”


    “Yes,” he whispered, placing the voice as Frankel’s. “Yes, I am here.”


    Frankel let him go and at once Simon missed the connection. He didn’t remember anyone touching him with concern since he’d returned to his former home. Bearing in thought his skills, it had been a small act of courage. The scribe could taste the old man’s mind in his; he had not been prepared enough to form any kind of barrier between them. He shook himself, tried to focus on his own thoughts only.


    His companion frowned. “You looked as if you were a long way from here.”


    “I know. I think in some ways that’s true, although what I saw was your village. That’s familiar enough, or rather it was so. But as I walked along the main street, past the wells, I could feel the presence of the people who once lived there standing at the edges of my thought. I could see their lives, almost experience them, even though I know it’s a vision, not the reality you and yours have suffered here.”


    He stopped abruptly, wanting to say so much more but being unsure how it might sound. If he were in Gathandria, it would be a simple matter to offer a brief mind-link, and then all his thoughts could be known fully without words. Here, such an act would be, because of what he and Ralph had done, a reminder of injustice and death. Besides, he could not suggest it to one who was not a mind-dweller himself. It would be unthinkable. He glanced up at Frankel.


    The old man looked puzzled. “There is more you wish to say?”


    Simon took a breath, knowledge coalescing within him. “I came back because I believed it to be the right thing to do. I still believe this, no matter what you and the villagers decide about me. What I hadn’t fully comprehended, and I do so now only in part, were the depths and heights, the length and the breadth of your suffering. Forgive me, Frankel, because nothing I can do through the way I live my life or lose it can ever in any sense make up for what you and your people have had to face.”


    He swallowed and Frankel stared at him. Several emotions passed over the old man’s expression but Simon did not wish to take the liberty of naming any of them. It was not his right. As he waited for the man to speak, if indeed he was intending to do so, the scribe became aware of the light and the falling snow beyond the narrow window. He could feel the sharp tug of an occasional draught through the door-curtain and heard the soft cries of the snow-raven. Soon, he understood, he might need to respond to the bird’s demands, whatever they might bring him, but for now he simply wished for Frankel to speak. Still, when the old man did so, Simon felt his heart beat faster.


    “There is a difference,” his companion said, “between knowing something and understanding it. Being married has taught me that.”


    Simon smiled. At the same moment, another noise began to announce itself alongside the snow-raven’s calls. The distant murmur of people, and they did not sound calm. He shivered before drawing himself up a little taller in his chair. Finding this was not enough however, the scribe stood, wiping away the sudden sweat lining his palms.


    “My wife,” Frankel said, as if making an announcement which might come as a surprise to Simon. “She has found the villagers. She is returning. It is not long till the midday-hour. We must prepare.”


    


    

  


  
    Fourth Gathandrian Interlude


    


    Annyeke


    


    She stood in the middle of her work-area in the former Council of Meditation building and surveyed the scene of near-devastation around her. It didn’t take long. There wasn’t much to see. In one corner of the room, Johan was in the process of placing scattered books into a neat pile while Talus helped him, trying to put their Meditation Records in order. In all truth, Annyeke was astonished there was anything left to put in order anyway. Since the end of the war, she had assumed everything would be different. It was reassuring to see some things from the past had nonetheless remained.


    And here she was about to change them.


    Because she needed to set up the Council of Elders again and, for that, they required a meeting place. The old Council building was destroyed, along with the great Library, and it would take many moon-cycles to rebuild them. For now, they would have to meet here, in the Meditation Building. Yes, some of it was open to the air, both walls and roof, but there would be enough shelter to protect them from the worst of the weather. And if it was more open so their fellow-Gathandrians could wander in at will, let them. She had nothing to hide.


    Johan stood and smiled down at Talus, still busy with the remaining records.


    “Are you sure you want to make your base here?” he asked her and she nodded a response.


    “Yes,” she confirmed it, holding his gaze. “There should be enough good rooms here for the elders to meet and for the Meditation staff to work also.”


    “Especially as there are so few of us.”


    “Yes, especially because of that.”


    Annyeke said no more. She understood her life-partner’s reluctance to give up his work domain to the discredited elders. Somehow she had to find the balance between being one of the people, a privilege she would never give up in a thousand life-cycles, and being First Elder. She knew she could do it; it was simply a matter of time.


    Johan smiled. “Sometimes I can see your thoughts only from your face, my love; there is no need to link to your mind to know you.”


    She raised her eyebrows. “I’ll have you know we redheads have in any case no need to dissemble as we’re always right. It’s a known fact of life.”


    Annyeke’s aim had been to make him laugh but instead the man she loved frowned and moved closer to her.


    “Right enough to use the rooms which should belong to me, when I have so little left of the Council of Meditation?” he whispered.


    She blinked. In truth, she could not judge him for his accusation; she had not spoken or linked with him before coming here. She could see more clearly there were many things a First Elder must learn, and amongst them was how to be a wife to this man.


    “Forgive me, I did not think to share with you what was in my mind,” she whispered in return. “I forget I am no longer alone. I forget that now we two fight together against all the world if need be, not apart. Johan: I ask you this and you have all the freedom in the world in your answer. Would you be willing to share what you have here with the elders? Perhaps our close proximity can benefit us both and give us a new kind of city?”


    The First Elder let her questions hang in the air between them, allowing what was said out loud to be echoed in her thoughts. Clearly enough so anyone might read them if they wished, even a child.


    Unexpectedly, Johan hugged her, and Annyeke revelled in the warmth and strength of his grip. She suspected she would need his strength for quite a while to come.


    I love you, Annyeke, he said directly to her mind, no speech needed. In this new life we both have, I want to be part of yours, that is all.


    You are my life, Johan. The depth and the height of it.


    And you are mine. But, as the Lost One has in the past told me, I am too quick to consider what might be strictly correct and not to see things as they really are. First Elder, you are welcome to whatever you wish of this place. Forgive me.


    He broke the embrace and gazed down at her. “Let me see how structurally sound the remaining walls are. Then you can decide how best to accommodate all you need.”


    Annyeke touched his hand briefly.


    “Then we can decide,” she said. “I have no wish for this new government to be a dictatorship, and neither, I think, do the people.”


    As Johan tested the structure, Annyeke knelt next to Talus and helped him finish off the piles of paperwork he had created.


    “What shall I do with them?” he asked her when the job was done.


    Good question, she thought as she gazed at the slight shifting of colours across the records. Nothing untoward there: a few mind-disturbances, mainly of a domestic or commercial nature; some child issues, particularly in the young Gathandrians just coming up to their adult-cycle; and several requests for mind-skills development. The latter had always been the highest demands on their work-time, and Johan and she had delighted in their city-wide mix of mind-groups. Annyeke had no idea if any of these still functioned, and whether it mattered if they did or not. Everything had changed; were any of their former successes useful to them now?


    She sighed, not something she particularly liked doing, but she found she couldn’t help herself.


    “I don’t know,” she said in answer to her young charge’s question. “If we still had any desks left worth mentioning, then there would be the ideal place for them, but as you can see we only have a floor, some walls and just enough ceiling to cover us. They may as well stay where they are; they’re protected enough from the snow, and any wind that might follow it, for now.


    “We could take them home,” Talus said.


    Annyeke gazed down at him. “Home?”


    “Yes,” he nodded eagerly. “Didn’t you tell us that everything is different since the war? If you took the records home, First Elder, then there would be more space here for the elders and for meditation.”


    She knew he was right. Sometimes it took a child to point out what was obvious. She hunkered down next to him. “I agree. That’s a good idea indeed, but we need to ask Johan first.”


    From across the bare work-space, Johan laughed and turned round from his close inspection of the north wall. “I think we can make room at home. A couple of trips between us should be sufficient. In the current crisis we need to use every part of the building left to us.”


    “And perhaps we must think about how our activities will be divided in the future, or whether we even need such records.”


    Johan nodded, his expression growing serious. “You have great plans.”


    “Oh yes. Always. But for more than simple desk-work,” she replied.


    She would have said more but a green flash exploded silently in the room and took all her words away. The next moment everything vanished and she was flying and falling through nothing, and to the gods and stars knew where.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Six: Prelude to a Death


    


    Simon


    


    To his surprise, the arrival of the villagers came as a relief. He could feel their anger trailing tiny red scars over his mind, puncturing him with a hatred fuelled by despair. The nearer they came to the castle courtyard, the greater the combined sense of them. Something inside the Lost One slotted into place.


    It was for this reason he had returned. Until this moment, he had not realised how much the waiting had held him back. Now, and unexpectedly, he found he was ready.


    Simon stood. He smiled at Frankel and gestured to the outdoors. “I must meet them in the courtyard. Then they will see I have no weapon to cloud their judgement.”


    He began to walk towards the dividing curtain.


    “Wait,” the old man said, and Simon stopped and turned to face him. He could not stay long. Something had begun which he could not stop and did not wish to. Perhaps not even the Spirit of Gathandria could stop it.


    “What is it, Frankel?”


    “It is cold and already it is snowing. You will need your cloak, Scribe.”


    Before Simon could reach for it himself, Frankel shook out the cloak and stepped behind Simon, placing it on his shoulders.


    “No man should go to his judgement without some small comfort,” he said.


    A pause between them, in which no other words were necessary. Finally, the Lost One nodded and fastened the cloak around him.


    “Thank you,” he said. “I am grateful.”


    Then he turned again towards the day, drew the curtain to one side and walked out into the air’s winter chill. The first sensation was the call of the mind-cane, even locked where it was in the bread-store. It cried out to him, pleading for release, even though Simon knew it had the power to free itself if it wished to. Was the choice he’d made to lay that source of protection to one side the reason it did not come to him? He could think of no other explanation.


    The second and more pertinent sensation was the continuing wave of emotions from the approaching villagers. They had not yet arrived at the stream which bordered the courtyard, but Simon could see their figures hurrying towards him over the fields. In front of them was Jemelda, her darker colours a contrast to the snow which tickled his skin and mouth. Behind her was Thomas the Blacksmith, and Simon shut his eyes as the memory of their last encounter filled his thoughts. While still under Ralph’s command, Simon had given over to death the woman the blacksmith loved, although at the time he had not known this fact. When he had fled from the Lammas Lands with Johan and Isabella, Thomas had almost killed him.


    Simon could not blame him. Perhaps here the blacksmith would finish the task he’d begun. He waited for the people to come wading over the water towards him. Half the courtyard away, Jemelda stopped and shook out her skirts as the people following gathered around her, for the most part.


    There was one who did not stop. Thomas kept on walking. It seemed to Simon as if this had always been meant to happen; something in his blood, something the mind-cane had left there, expected it. He stood taller as the blacksmith continued towards him. He felt Frankel’s gasp in his thoughts rather than heard it, and then Thomas raised his hand, and a stinging slap sent the Lost One sprawling to the icy ground. He tasted blood on his tongue.


    “Get up,” the blacksmith said, his voice low and hoarse. “Now.”


    Simon did so. But this time, when the blacksmith raised his arm, he caught it before the blow could fall again.


    “Do you not think that too much violence and injustice has already taken place here that you should bring it to fruition before it is ready?” he whispered, so only he and the blacksmith might hear.


    Thomas shook him away and stepped back. Simon could sense his fear in having his thoughts read by the contact, but in any case they needed no mind-interpretation. The blacksmith hated him and wanted him dead. It was obvious.


    “We have come here for justice,” Thomas said. “And, if the voice of the people is truly heard, then it will be a long and bloodied one.”


    “Yes,” Simon replied. “It is as you say.”


    And then neither had time for more words as Jemelda stood beside them, her eyes darting from one to the other.


    “Come,” she said. “It is the midday-hour and we must start the judgement if we are not to lose the day-cycle. Follow me.”


    He did so. Behind him came Thomas and the remaining villagers, at least the ones Jemelda had been able to find in such few short hours. No more than twenty or so but this was still enough to give the death-judgement, even without the customary drums. The Lost One’s journey to the Place of Judgement, and Tree of Execution, was a silent one, but the beat and pulse of his own blood was accompaniment enough.


    At his side, but keeping his distance, Frankel tracked him. Simon slipped only once on the forming ice but managed not to fall. The action took him back to the last time he’d been here: the day when Ralph and the mind-executioner had tried to hang him for his crimes. He’d been terrified, begging for mercy and weeping, with the taunts of the people echoing in his ears. He had hardly been able to believe it was happening, nor later that the Gathandrians had rescued him at the last moment-cycle. Then he’d been a reluctant participant but now it was different. Very different.


    The realisation of this flowed over him like a shock of water on a warm day and his mind flickered with strange colours before settling again. This time he was ready. Yes, his skin and thoughts trembled with the knowledge of what might come and how the villagers would judge him, but today he had come here of his own will and purpose. He would accept whatever Jemelda and her people decided, and let it bring peace to the land, both this one and their neighbours’.


    Near the Tree of Execution, Jemelda stopped. Simon waited. He couldn’t be sure but he thought she might have hesitated before squaring her shoulders and walking towards the place where the Lammas Lord should stand. He wondered if Ralph would attend at all, and what his verdict might be.


    “So,” Jemelda began, making Simon jump. By the gods and stars, he had grown quickly used to the silence. “We are here, but first I must ask where the mind-cane is.”


    Frankel coughed and his wife turned to him.


    “It is in the bread-store,” he said. “The scribe wanted to be alone when he met us like this.”


    A brief silence and Simon could see the range of emotions flowing over the cook’s face: surprise, puzzlement, relief and a dark silent joy.


    She only nodded her understanding before continuing. “Good. It will make our task easier. We are gathered here to meet a man who is our enemy and to give judgement on him. I have no fine speeches to give you. They do not sit well in a labourer’s kitchen. But we must judge for ourselves as our own Lord cannot do it. He is not what he once was. As you see, the murderer who caused this war and the death of so many we love has returned. Our land waits for justice to be done so we can live again. That is what our stories tell us and they have in the past proved true. So, will you help to bring about an ending and a beginning to this new day-cycle?”


    The people’s response was in no doubt, and Simon knew his judgement was near. The only problem for them was how to perform his trial. He did not have long to wait to discover Jemelda’s mind.


    The cook turned to face him and he could not look away. Even without reading her thoughts, he could see the almost overpowering range of emotions skittering across her expression. This was a day Jemelda had longed for, a day of retribution, for calling to account his sins and the suffering he had put so many through. But it was also a day when the natural order of their world, which said the Lammas Lord’s word was law, could not be followed. It was a day when the people would have to speak their desire directly and to the full. It was more than anyone should be asked to stand under, but there was no choice. If Simon could have reached across and given her the strength she needed for the task, he would have done so. But he had no right to anyone’s mind, let alone hers. Finally, her thoughts settled and he found he could breathe again. If he was going to die this day-cycle then let it be done well and with some kind of dignity.


    When Jemelda spoke again, she continued to hold his gaze, but her voice was strong enough to carry to all who waited there.


    “We have no red or white stones to choose death or life,” she said. “And I am glad of it. For today something new will happen and the old ways are not for us. In my most secret moments, I have sometimes thought the choosing of stones is too simple a method. You do not bake bread without deciding how many herbs to flavour it with, or the taste is lost. There is more to a decision than a yes or a no. So, instead of stones, each of us here will tell our stories, and the cruel ways in which the man under judgement has dealt with us. Then when our tale is done, let each of us stand to the right if you wish Simon the Scribe to live, and to the left if you wish him to die. If you do not know, and the spices of your history are not clear to you then remain in the middle where you have accused him. When we have each spoken and taken up our places, then we will carry out the verdict. Do you agree?”


    A pause ensued. Not that Simon could blame them; Jemelda was asking them to overturn the tradition of eon-cycles. Finally, the colours wavering above the people’s heads shifted to a steady blue, and when they spoke the answer was yes.


    The trial, the second one he had faced here, had begun. How he was glad for it.


    


    Jemelda


    


    She had no real idea what she was doing but still that powerful force within her drew her onwards. She felt as if all the ingredients of the perfect loaf were gathered, and soon they would blend together in full. How she wanted this. She needed someone to pay for the season-cycles of fear and the recent destruction of everything she knew and loved. It was the only way for the land and the people to be free again. Their ancient stories, those told near the well at evening when the work was done, spoke of a sacrifice that would heal all wrongs. The sacrifice would be the scribe; the villagers she knew would never choose to let him go. The man had come back to them for judgement; so he would find it. The silence in her heart she had lived with for so long told her this.


    As the snow dampened her hair, she brushed its softness back from her face and covered herself with the hood of her cloak. It was hardly enough to protect her but the gesture felt like something far older, a protection from wrongs they could not see.


    As the people gathered round her, Jemelda remembered her story in quiet words, as she gazed at the murderer’s face.


    


    *****


    


    “We were once a happy people,” she said. “We lived under the rule of the Tregannons for many generation-cycles. We were farmers and bakers, herb-dealers and dyers. It was a simple life where our days were ruled by the sun and the rain, and our nights were full of the stories we told and the friends and family we possessed. Yes, it was harsh and the father of our present Lord could be strict in his ruling and keen in his judgements, but we understood our role in our world, and he understood his. What could be more fitting?


    “Then the old Lord died, and his son, Ralph, became our present Lord. We thought our lives would become easier, but then after only a few year-cycles, this man,” Jemelda waved one hand at the scribe as she spoke, “this man came to our village and all we thought we knew was changed for ever.”


    The murderer’s face grew even paler and, above them, the sky darkened and the falling snow turned the distant trees more black. It was as if night had come upon them in the midst of the day-cycle.


    “We had always known,” the cook continued, “how different the young Lord Tregannon was from his father. His ambitions for us as a people were higher, and the trade links he formed with our neighbours were greater in number, but then the scribe arrived here and poisoned the mind of our Lord against us.”


    “No,” the murderer spoke, interrupting Jemelda’s flow. “It was never like that. The mind-executioner was already with you and the darkness of his plans already present. Ralph sensed them, and I only confirmed his suspicions.”


    “You lie.” Thomas the Blacksmith took two steps forward, looking as if he might hit the scribe again. “And do not interrupt the castle cook when she is speaking. It is not your place to speak.”


    “Peace,” Frankel stepped forward and laid his hand on Thomas’ arm. His voice was low and she almost had to stop breathing to hear. “Let the man under judgement be. It is our law.”


    Thomas made a sound halfway between a groan and a curse, though she could not make out the words. For another moment she thought he would shake off her husband’s restraining touch, leap at the murderer and tear out his eyes with his own hands and hatred, it was so strong in the air around them. But then he shook himself to sanity and moved away.


    Jemelda breathed again. She would not stop to tend any of the scribe’s wounds; if she had her way, he would be beyond wounds before the moon had risen. She did not wish to waste her time.


    “When this man came and poisoned our Lord’s mind against us,” she continued, “we grew to fear the pace of the soldiers’ feet at our gate, we trembled at shadows and we did not dare think the thoughts we had. For this murderer had the ability to steal our secret minds, and to know the depths of ourselves even we did not fully understand. What was doubt became proof of sin in his eyes, what was only a wish for a future we might long for became cause for trial and a means for murder. Soon what was whispered at our tables became something revealed for all to see at this place of execution where we stand today.


    “Here in this place of terror and grief, we lost friends and family to the beat of the soldiers’ drum and the whim of a stranger’s mind. Blood was spilled which should never have been spilled, and I know there must be a reckoning for the one who caused it. This man, this murderer. Today, I am the first to speak judgement and my judgement is this. Let him die.”


    With that, Jemelda gathered herself up to her full height and spat directly at the scribe’s face. As before, her aim was true and her saliva struck his left cheek before tracing a slow journey downwards. She felt herself smile but he did not move.


    After that, the stories and verdicts of her fellow-villagers came quickly one upon another, like a spring flood. Most of these stories Jemelda knew or guessed at, but some came as a surprise. How had the Lammas Lord allowed such acts to happen? The answer was the mind-executioner, now himself dead, and the man standing before her. It struck her for the first time that the power one man had over another was beyond any measurement she could guess at.


    Whilst her thoughts drifted through such vast matters, too vast for a simple cook such as herself, she listened to the stories of her friends. The baker had seen his brother killed, merely for helping one of the group of young men who had fled to the woods when the murders had started. Where had they gone? She had not found them in her search. The night-women, who spoke in her hearing for the first time, their voices low and husky from lack of use, told them about the fear of the soldiers who came to them, how the Lord’s commands had baffled his men but they had no choice but to carry them out. Even so there had been hidden conversations and the terror of discovery which in the end never came. The night-women also told how more than once men they were with had been snatched away to their judgements and death, unable even to put on their boots before they were taken. It surprised her that when their tales were done, the decision they made was not for death: and so they became the first of the villagers who had cast their judgement this way. She did not approve, but she let it go. She had asked the people she knew for their choice and she would not let it count for nothing.


    It surprised her less when her husband also, after he had spoken his quiet and measured story, turned to stand with the night-women, revealing his judgement to be as theirs. At his decision she could feel the people behind her grow quiet but she did not acknowledge them. Instead she nodded at Frankel and, after a moment, he nodded back.


    Finally, the story-telling came down to Thomas. Jemelda knew he had taken the loss of the woman he loved deeply into his blood and she had seen only this morning how he would never be free of it. When it was his turn, the blacksmith strode the few paces needed to stand directly in front of the scribe, blocking her view of him.


    “You and I and all of us know what story I would talk of,” he said, his voice ringing out like the field bell warning of wolves. “It is written in my heart, not on the parchment you used to write with, Scribe. I have no need to shape it to the day’s liking again. Ever since the woman I loved died, I have longed to see you punished for that crime. I have nothing more to say to you, but I stand in the company of those who wish you dead. This is all you need to know.”


    With that, Thomas came to join Jemelda and the villagers huddling around her. There were only three people on the side of those who would not judge him; the rest were with her. It was time for her to give the death penalty to the condemned man. She opened her mouth to speak, but the murderer was there before her.


    “You are right in what you say and in the decision you have taken,” he said, his gaze flowing over each of them as if weighing them in the scales. “I came here to die, if that was your will. Come then, do it quickly and may the gods and stars grant your land and your village a resurrection from the evils I have brought upon them.”


    When he finished speaking, the condemned man stretched out his hands and looked at her. Jemelda understood this was her cue to speak, although it was strange he could exercise the power to grant it, when he should have no such power. She straightened her shoulders and stared back at him.


    “In this place of execution, the destiny of the one on trial before us has been decided. More are for your death, Simon the Murderer, than are against it. So let it be done, but let it be done slowly so you may know to the full what your crimes have been.”


    


    Simon


    


    Everything changed with Jemelda’s words. He could tell by the way the colours of the people’s minds coalesced from their differing shades of purple, silver, green into the deepest black, pierced here and there with flashes of crimson. Death was upon him and upon him swiftly.


    And with it, chaos. Simon didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but up until now the cook had conducted proceedings with something close to dignity, in spite of setbacks. The moment Jemelda had spoken the people’s judgement out loud, although it had been obvious which way his fate would journey, the villagers launched themselves upon him. They grabbed him and began to drag him to the Tree of Execution, all the time shouting and cursing him in the names of the stars. Above their clamour, the Lost One could hear Jemelda’s triumphant voice. He could not hear any words from Frankel or the night-women; he could only sense their terrible shocked silence.


    As the people continued to pull him forward, Simon fell heavily and tore his beloved cloak. The next moment, it was ripped away from him and he cried out. The first time he’d done so. With a roar, the people brought him to the tree. This time, there would be no rescue by the Gathandrians; this time the choice was his own, not another’s. Finally it was Thomas who snapped out the order to one of the night-women, who stumbled backwards but ran to obey.


    “Fetch rope,” he said, in a tone that brooked no disagreement.


    The people continued to hold Simon down, though there was no need; he had no intention of running or begging for mercy, not like the last time he’d been here. He had every intention of seeing it through to the end. The need churned in his blood and its fulfilment would not be denied. As this thought flowed through him, he heard the distant cry of the snow-raven far above. He hoped he would see the great bird before he died. The raven had been with him through so much. The mind-cane too, but that was very different.


    Simon had willed himself not to glance up toward the high castle windows, or what was left of them. But now he could not help it. He thought he saw Ralph’s figure for an instant standing in what had once been his bedroom, but he could not be sure. The impression was gone almost before he’d credited it, and left no colour on his mind. Perhaps neither of them had any colour left either to give or receive.


    A commotion at the edge of the small and now silent crowd, and the night-woman slipped through. She carried a stool from the kitchen and a length of rope. She handed both of them to Thomas and the crowd pulled Simon to his feet in front of the tree. The blacksmith stood on the stool and wrapped the rope around the branches in a manner the Lost One couldn’t understand. This was not to be a simple hanging then. He wanted to read Thomas’ mind to uncover his intentions but it was not his place, not any more. By the gods and stars, it had never been his place with these people, but because of Ralph he had done it, over and over again.


    It didn’t take long for the blacksmith to achieve his purpose; above the height of a man, four loops of rope hung from the tree, the middle one larger than the others. The two upper loops were for each hand, one for his head and one for his feet. The intricacy of knots and the beauty of their fashioning made Simon’s skin grow even colder.


    “Stand on the stool,” the blacksmith ordered. Simon obeyed. “Put your head into the middle noose, your hands in these outer ones and your feet in the lower, and then our justice will be complete.”


    The Lost One nodded. “Yes, I will do as you say. But first you must know this: what you do on this winter afternoon, you do only because the gods and stars wish it to be so. Their will is also mine. When the deed is done, there will be no accounting amongst you for it; instead, you will be free. Trust me.”


    Thomas’ face convulsed, and the white-hot colour of his anger pounded Simon’s thoughts, a piercing alternative to the chill white snow.


    “You have no right to speak with us,” the blacksmith shouted. “And none to forgive. Do as I say and then you will die, but slowly enough for you to know it.”


    With that, Thomas reached down and dragged the Lost One up with him, his fingers scrabbling for the ropes and pushing Simon’s head and hands and feet into the waiting nooses. Then the blacksmith leapt down and pushed the stool away. At once the ropes tightened round Simon’s flesh and he was left hanging from the Tree of Execution, gasping for breath and scrabbling vainly for a hold.


    “There,” Thomas said. “The task is begun and in due time you will die. Let it be so.”


    


    Ralph


    


    Today, the scribe will die. His people have proclaimed it. Ralph does not need to hear the words; he can sense the threat in the air, feel the purpose of his villagers’ assumed leader, Jemelda, forcing itself into his mind. The irony it should be her who wields the power instead of himself has not escaped him. The cook and her family, her mother, and her mother before her, have been the Tregannons’ servants almost as long as they have ruled this country, and that she of all of them who has stayed with him in spite of everything should do this thing makes his breath stutter and his skin prickle. But she does not know the full horror of what she is doing, does she? He has no-one to blame for this impasse except himself.


    It’s not a good day. The long line of a series of not good days, since the war, since the day Simon escaped him.


    Ralph opens his eyes onto the wintry depths of what used to be his bedroom. With an energy he has not possessed for many days, he springs to his feet and kicks over the remains of the wash-jug which has somehow found its way in here with him. It focuses him. How he needs that.


    He strides from the bedroom and runs through the darkened corridors of his home, hearing occasionally the scuttle of a river-rat as it flees from his approach. The smell of dust and fear lie in the air. How has he allowed it to come to this?


    By the time he’s in the hallway, the scene of yesterday’s futile encounter with Simon, the shouting has begun. It comes from his courtyard. The sound is familiar: the anger of people primed to kill. He has stirred that in their blood too often for him not to recognise it.


    Ralph stands at the threshold and stares outside. He sees the crowd of people round the Tree of Execution, knows why they are there. The people have made their decision; they will kill Simon today. From the knots they have tied, his death will be a slow, agonising one. Ralph trembles and tries to swallow, but he cannot. His breath is stuttering in his throat. He must do something this time, before the man is beyond the saving. He owes him this.


    If he still had the emeralds, something might be done.


    But Ralph doesn’t have them; Simon does. He stops, holds himself all but motionless in the moment. The scribe doesn’t have them now, does he? Not when he’s hanging on the tree and primed to die. Where would he leave them? He must have picked them up when Ralph flung them at him in the great hall. He has no idea where the scribe slept, but he knows who he has been talking with.


    Ralph begins to run towards the kitchen. His bad leg sends streaks of pain upwards but he ignores it as best he can. Still his progress isn’t as fast as he wants. He uses the servants’ entrance, deciding against venturing outside when the people are at their most violent. Seeing him may make their bloodlust worse.


    The kitchen is dark. No lamps are lit but he knows at once someone is there, lurking in the shadows near the table.


    “Who is it?” The words are spoken with something like his former instinctive command, but he knows the answer before the sentence is fully out. Ralph can sense his colours in his mind, the soft mix of them.


    It is Apolyon, the young steward. His pale hair is a lighter shade in the gloom as he tries to scrabble away. He must have been hiding here, safe from the events of the day, if such safety is even possible, and for that effort Ralph cannot blame him.


    “Wait.”


    Again the tone of command works its ancient magic and the boy halts. The air smells of stale bread and herbs he cannot differentiate. It also smells of emeralds in his thoughts, but he cannot tell where they are.


    “Wait, boy,” he says, this time more gently. He does not want to terrify him so much that he leaves; Ralph has done this so often the boy is probably the only one left. “Apolyon.”


    At the sound of his name, the boy’s breathing steadies.


    “Why are you here?” Ralph continues. “Do you not wish to witness the death of the scribe?”


    “No, my lord. We have had too much of death.”


    Apolyon shows wisdom beyond his year-cycles and beyond the year-cycles of them all in saying it.


    “Good. Because I must try and save him. Tell me where the scribe left the emeralds. I must find them soon.”


    As he is talking, Ralph is already hunting, pulling the table to one side, though he sees nothing underneath. Then a few strides bring the Tregannon Lord to the back wall of cupboards. He hasn’t got long before Simon will die. He must hurry. Ralph wrenches the cupboards open, scrabbling in the dark to see what he longs to. Still nothing. The boy’s voice brings him to himself again.


    “Sir, they are yours. Can you sense them?”


    Ralph spins round to face him. The young steward has never directly questioned him before, and has certainly never spoken unless he commanded him. There are a thousand things Ralph should say for this intrusion, things his father taught him, but those days are over, and he needs to learn to listen to the truth.


    Closing his eyes, he reaches out with the little mind-power he has to pinpoint the Tregannon jewels. He no longer cares if the boy realises what he is doing and what these mind-skills mean. Let him.


    When Ralph opens his eyes, he knows where the jewels are and who has put them there. Frankel, the cook’s quiet husband took them from Simon and they are hidden in the depths of the small cupboard near the washing area. A heartbeat later and they are in the Lammas Lord’s hands. The boy gasps as the green glow flows across Ralph’s fingers but he pays him no heed. He is too busy fighting the unexpected heat which launches through his skin the moment he touches the emeralds.


    Ralph can’t fight it for long; it burns him up and he fall backwards against the table, displacing a jug and a plate that fall with a clatter to the stone flooring. The next moment, Apolyon is beside him. The Lammas Lord has no idea why he should be so concerned and tries to warn him to stay away. Nothing comes out of his mouth, but the boy seems to understand Ralph’s expression as he frowns and pauses in the act of trying to reach for him. At the same time, the green fire enters Ralph’s mind.


    Foolishly, like a man who hopes he can win, the Lammas Lord fights it for one long and agonised moment. Then the green fire forms a circle as it did when the mind-executioner fought his last battle, and Ralph is pulled roughly into the middle of the flames.


    He can’t breathe and wonders if by now Simon feels the same. By the gods and stars, whatever he does, he must do quickly, or he may be too late. Then, when he expects to be plunged into darkness, his throat opens and he sucks in air. It’s green. In fact everything is green and he is floating, but where he is it is impossible to say. It is similar to the journey he took with Simon and the mind-executioner from the Lammas Lands to Gathandria, except that journey was wild and terrifying in its strangeness; this one is calmer, more fluid. And he is not arriving anywhere else, but instead he is simply floating in a world of the emeralds’ making. The time-cycle has stopped. It is impossible but he knows it to be true. This must indeed be part of the unknown power of the jewels: they are a mind-road and a harbour, of sorts. He is certainly no longer in the castle kitchen and neither is the boy with him; he can sense nobody here but himself.


    What do the emeralds wish him to do and can they help him save Simon?


    He stretches out his hands and presses his fingers against the mysterious green circle that surrounds him. It gives a little but not enough to break through into whatever is beyond. Just as he wonders how he can discover what his next step should be, the area of the circle ahead of him bursts inwards and someone comes flying through. Behind this figure, Ralph catches a glimpse of broken stone walls and flying papers and a wide-eyed boy before the flame closes in on itself again.


    He turns his attention to his new companion, already groaning and struggling to rise. It’s a woman. For a full heartbeat he has no idea who she is, but then she turns and glares at him, as if he is the perpetrator of her sudden entrance to the emeralds’ circle. When, in fact, he has no control over what his family treasures can do. He recognises her red hair and the fury in her eyes.


    “Annyeke Hallsfoot,” he says, finding the name suddenly in his thoughts even though he is not aware of knowing it before. “You are from Gathandria. You are First Elder.”


    He knows this already, but the situation does not inspire any sensible phrases to his mouth; it is not something his father had ever prepared him for. All to the good then; perhaps he can do better on his own.


    Before he can say anything else to the point, whatever the point may be, Hallsfoot leaps towards him with an energy Ralph can only admire and pummels her fists against his chest. The blows make him gasp and step backwards, and she increases her attack. In spite of this, it is a matter of moments only to grab her arms, turn her round and hold her so close to him that she can do no further damage.


    Still, she spits and kicks. “Let me go. Why have you brought me here? You of all people have no right to do this and I will fight you to the death if I have to.”


    “Be still, woman,” he begins before reminding himself this is no way to speak to any leader, whatever the gender or the difference in their cultures. “Forgive me, I mean First Elder. But be still; I have not brought you here deliberately. Believe me. I only wish to save the scribe from death, and you appear.”


    She stops fighting and turns round in his arms before he finishes speaking. Her expression changes. Before he can stop her, she reaches out and presses her fingers to his head. At once, it feels like a new kind of flame has exploded within him and he gasps. He even thinks he might fall but somehow she holds him upright. She’s strong, for a small woman, and how that thought carries her disapproval on its tail as she links to his mind. Her dislike of him, also, but he can’t blame her for it.


    “What are you doing?”


    Hush, be silent. This is the quickest way to speak with each other, though I’ll thank you for not judging me on my height. I don’t believe I’ve judged you on your appearance when there are so many other factors about you that are ripe for judgement.


    She’ll get no argument from him. The flame of her fingers settles to a dull heat in his mind and in a heartbeat he discovers the following, details offered and fed back to him through her: she’d been snatched away from rebuilding the elders’ core to be with him; neither of them understand why the green fire has brought them here; and finally she sees something hidden in him, a secret knowledge, which may somehow help Simon when he needs it most.


    The emeralds are a bond between our lands we have not yet used to the full.


    The words are spoken in his thoughts as well as hers, and then the link is broken. Her fingers are gone.


    “Wh-what?” he stutters. “What does it mean? The emeralds are a passage through lands, that I have seen, but how can they be a bond too?”


    Let me think, she waves her hand at him, but there is no time for thinking. Simon is dying.


    “You do not have time for thinking,” he grabs her arm and hisses in her ear. “Hold the green flame in your hand with me and let it do what it will. Now.”


    She concurs. When her hand touches his, the green circle of flame begins to dance and swirl around them, knocking them both onto the ground. If ground is what this mystical place possesses. Ralph tries to protect her but it is impossible to tell which way the circle swings or how to stand against its wild movement. Beneath him, Annyeke cries out, staring at something beyond him. When he turns to face whatever enemy is at hand, he sees there is none. Instead the fire around them is exploding and through it, he can see nothing but the fierce emptiness of sky.


    “No!” he clutches Annyeke to him, trying to protect them both from what he cannot understand. By the gods and stars, he will do something right in these difficult time-cycles, even if it profits them nothing.


    Let me go, the woman wails in his head. I can’t …


    In the twinkling of an eye, the circle vanishes entirely and Ralph feels the tremor of the emeralds in his grasp, as if their power has come home to roost. At the same time, he and Annyeke land with a thump on something mercifully soft. Ralph curses in relief they are not dead, that the emeralds did not plant them in the sky, and rolls over. He lets Annyeke go.


    … breathe, she completes her sentence at last and Ralph can only admire her sheer bloody-mindedness.


    He staggers to his feet and dusts himself off before offering her a helping hand.


    I can manage.


    “As you wish,” he dismisses her as the more important mission takes over his mind. “We must help Simon. We have to save him.”


    Yes, we must. If he is in the danger you think he is. But you must tell me what that danger is, Lammas Lord. Our Gathandrian mind-circle is not what it was and the elders and I don’t know what’s happening. Tell me.


    She doesn’t know. Why doesn’t she know? She’s read him, hasn’t she?


    Annyeke shakes her head and speaks aloud. “You Lammassers. You never change – I sensed only what was in the outskirts of your mind, not what you hold deepest. Interesting to see though that you bear the fate of the Lost One in your inner being, isn’t it? After what you did to him, that is.”


    Ralph flinches. She doesn’t need to remind him; he lives with it every day, every moment-cycle, by the stars. Still, he answers her question, “The remaining villagers at the castle intend to kill Simon. They are hanging him from the tree, the tree from which I tried to hang him before. Tell me, you who hold the wisdom of the magic city in the palm of your hand, will they succeed this time?”


    When he finishes, he finds he is holding her cloak in his fingers, twisting it round and round until she is all but trapped once more against him. For a few heartbeats, he stares at her and she stares back, before he comes to his senses and lets her go.


    Annyeke shakes out her red hair and blinks at him. “You still love him then, though the last thing you will do is admit it.”


    How he has given away too much and how he can never take this moment back.


    “What if I do?” he says with a snarl. “It does no good to Simon. We must go to him, save him if we can.”


    He makes a move to depart but Annyeke steps in front of him. “Not so speedily, great Lord, don’t you see we are no longer in your lands at all?”


    Ralph opens his mouth to object to such a concept but remembers the emeralds’ powers and looks for himself. He blinks and sees it’s true. He and Annyeke are standing in a wood and on all sides the tall trees, oak, beech and wild wintergreen, thrust their branches up at the morning sky. The soil beneath their feet is as white as snow.


    “The White Lands?” Ralph asks, though the answer is obvious. “Simon’s birth-land? Why?”


    I don’t know, she answers, her eyes darting around as if seeking enemies. He too should be on the alert, but the unexpected landing has shaken him. But I hear a keening and we must follow where it leads.


    He listens but hears nothing but the voice of the wind and the rustle of branches. “I hear nothing.”


    She shakes her head. It is a keening of the mind. Come, let us go.


    Ralph frowns at her disappearing back. Even in his ruined state, the thought of following a woman’s lead makes his stomach recoil but, nonetheless, he does it. She moves at a fast pace under the trees and doesn’t pay any attention to the thorny undergrowth that catches at his legs and tears at his skin. They should be finding a way back to the Lammas Lands, not chasing mind-shadows in a strange country.


    It is important, Tregannon, it might give us the way back. Stop wasting energy. Hurry, for Simon’s sake!


    Annyeke increases her speed and Ralph does likewise. If Simon is to be helped in this way, however that can be, then he will bare his face and body to all the thorns and branches in Lammas and every country and pay no heed to it. Pray to the gods and stars the rescue will be soon.


    Without warning, the woman in front of him comes to an abrupt halt, and Ralph all but knocks her over, saving them both at the last moment by wheeling left into the density of trees. She pays him no heed.


    “It’s stopped,” she says, her words now in the air as well as in his mind. “I can’t hear it any more.”


    Ralph brushes aside the few oak twigs obscuring his vision.


    “I don’t think it matters,” he says, beckoning her nearer. “Look.”


    The two of them stand side by side, both slightly panting, though she is more breathless than he, and gaze out at the scene before them. In the heart of the wood, a small glade opens up to create a haven of light in a world of darkness. Ralph notes the softer grasses lining the forest floor and, at the edge of the glade, a pale cow, a span and a half beyond the height of a man, suckles her calf. A short distance from her lies a stone hut, half ruined and looking as if it has not been lived in for many a generation-cycle. The chimney however, if it can even be called by that name, is producing smoke, and Ralph smells its heavy spices in the air. What interests him most of all these is the man. He is old, his dark hair salted with grey and the lines on his face burnt there by the sun. There is something about him which is familiar but he cannot place it. His cloak is torn and so thin that Ralph can swear the light shines through it. The old man is crying, silently, his body swaying with the rhythms of his grief, and it is almost the only movement occurring in this star-forsaken wood. Ralph wonders if he has been crying for so long that the possibility of stopping is unthinkable. He is reluctant to break the strange spell of weeping, but already Annyeke is stepping forward into the glade, the colours of compassion flowing from her like a spring river: blue, pink, mauve.


    “Who are you?” she asks. “Why are you crying?”


    The old man gives a low gasping moan and staggers to his feet. Upright, his hair is more matted than the Lammas Lord first realised and there is madness there also, something fluid and uncontrollable about his expression.


    “No, no,” the old man whispers in a rising note which pierces through the wind. And then, foolishly, he is running away, round behind the cow and her calf and heading for the other side of the wood.


    From instinct and without question, Ralph pursues him, a nagging knife of familiarity stabbing at his thoughts. Somehow this man is the key to saving Simon. He must not be allowed to escape.


    The capture takes but a matter of moments, no longer. Ralph reaches the fugitive easily and brings him down, even before he’s run more than a few paces back into the trees.


    “Be gentle,” Annyeke cries out, and he can hear the rustle and soft thud of her footsteps as she hurries after them. “Don’t hurt him.”


    Ralph curses. “I don’t intend to.”


    She frowns and nods, before crouching down next to the old man. He is shaking like a leaf in an autumn gale. She lays her hand upon his shoulder and he glances round, whimpering.


    Even before the man speaks, Ralph knows who he is.


    “My name is Bradyn Hartstongue of the White Lands,” he said. “Tell me, where is my son?”


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Seven: Despair and Hope


    


    Simon


    


    He tried to move his wrists but the ropes pinioned his body to the tree. The pain ripped through him and he groaned aloud. This must be a series of knots the blacksmith knew, something designed to teach a horse to obey in the slow tightening of the bond. Now it was being used for an equally slow killing. He should accept it, he shouldn’t be looking for any relief. If this punishment was what the villagers had chosen to subject him to, as they had every right to do, then he should be silent and allow it to happen. Hadn’t he offered himself up for what he had done?


    But at his heart, in the very depths of his blood, the truth remained: it wasn’t enough. The pain he suffered here would never be enough for the way he had betrayed these people and murdered the best of them. All those month-cycles of giving Ralph what he wanted – the names and thoughts of those the Lammas Lord feared would rise against him. Every desire for a better life, every stray notion of future freedom punished by banishment or death. He and Ralph had been caught up, yes, in the mind-executioner’s revenge, but that was only an excuse for the choices they had made. Choices to fear and not to trust, choices to deny the inevitability of change and stand like the worst kind of fools against it, choices to kill and not to protect. Oh yes, the punishment he suffered, both for himself and for Ralph, was even now – when his every bone cried out for relief and his skin cried out for water – too light. The atonement he was making was not yet complete. Tears sprang to his eyes, but he had no more strength to weep them. He needed to do something more, but what?


    As Simon rolled his head, he caught a glimpse of a small rounded figure beneath him to the right. His vision was so darkened he could not have recognised her in the flesh but the remnants of his mind etched her name in stone. Jemelda. It was right she should be here as she and her fellows had judged him to the hilt and found him wanting. It was right she should watch his punishment all the way to death. Odd how he could accept it today, when before he had fought it and begged for help. He tried to smile and felt the blood welling up from his cracked lips. He needed her to come nearer, he needed Jemelda to hear him.


    When he tried to speak her name, no sound came out of his mouth. Not only that but the effort cost him dear in terms of the tug on his upper body and the almost unbearable pull on his arms. Darkness jagged in front of his eyes and he fought to remain awake. Jemelda.


    The plea came from the depths of his mind, but he had little hope she would hear it. Still, a flash of white he sensed more in his thoughts than in his eyes sprang past him and he felt the soft passage of the snow-raven’s wing on his hair. Then the bird was gone and he could have wept again at the loss of it. Please, please.


    “What do you want, Simon the Murderer?”


    He blinked in the direction of the cook’s voice. The ice in her words, the depth of suffering behind them, brought fresh agonies to his bones. Again, he tried to speak to answer her but could not. When she asked the question again, this time more quietly, his head fell backwards and the gnarled angles of the tree pressed into his hair. He found he was panting. Unable to catch his breath, it felt like he was being hanged all over again, but this time without the rope at his neck. How could he ever tell Jemelda what he needed to bring his suffering to its true fullness?


    Use me.


    The shock of the strange voice filling his head made him gasp and he struggled for comprehension. It was neither his own, nor anyone or anything he could recognise. He had once heard the snow-raven’s voice, but that was swift and fragmented, like the wind, and spoken with images he had needed time to understand. This new voice was different from any he had ever heard in his life: it was born from the clouds but also buried deep within the earth; soft like a playing cat and as hard as the once-proud mountain; it clung to his mind and shuddered through his skin. He longed to hear its strangeness again but wondered if it would destroy him.


    You know me already. You have always known me.


    Simon was about to protest the lie of those words which filled and surrounded him, but in that moment, the silver and black shapes created by the letters in his thoughts spoke their own kind of truth.


    You are the mind-cane. You … you have never spoken before. Somehow his own whispered disbelief made its logic known, in a way his lips could not. The shape of the cane’s utterances was a hook to hang his mind on and a wall to rest against.


    No matter. Use me.


    Simon could not see how. He also could not see how the cane could communicate with him when he had hidden it away so as to be all the more open with these people. What he wanted was a greater pain to purge his wrongdoings. If the mind-cane wished to do this, then in his weakened state it would kill him. So be it then, so be it.


    Do it, the Lost One said, with the last of his mind-strength bringing the object he desired to the topmost of his outer thoughts. Make Jemelda bring this to me.


    A burst of silver and terrible heat in his body, and the mind-cane’s words vanished from his grasp. Jemelda too was gone. Or at least he could no longer sense her. He could in fact no longer sense anything. No. He would fight to remain here, where these people had placed him, for as long as they wished it. Death was not a door he should walk through until they willed it. More than anything, he needed to drink deeper of the pain they had granted him. So much deeper. What remained uncertain was whether he might stay alive for long enough to feel it.


    Simon did not know how much time passed as he hung there, arms extended from the ropes that tied him to the tree, legs dangling in the loose bonds that prevented him from gaining traction to ease the pure agony of it. He could not tell whether it was day or night. Although it had been after midday when the Lammas people had tied him here, it could have been hour-cycles or day-cycles since then. He did not think he would survive for more than a day here though. Not with the pain and this great thirst upon him. He wasn’t sure but he thought he might be groaning, although he didn’t know how he could even produce such a sound.


    Something happened then. Something new which he hadn’t experienced in this solitary prison of necessary pain. He felt the touch of a hand upon his naked foot. He felt it and gasped. It seemed a lifetime-cycle since anyone had touched him. Though it might mean his death, his blood rejoiced in the sensation of warmth. Even though everywhere on his skin he was hot and cold at once. Immediately he felt something rough at his side – not flesh – and a shape at the edge of his vision.


    “Drink this.”


    The words were Jemelda’s. She might have been whispering but, to Simon, the sound was as piercing as the noise of battle in the Gathandrian fields. His thoughts filled up with the memory of what had happened there: the violent deaths of so many Gathandrians; the sheer presence and threat of the mind-executioner; the terror of what might be happening to Ralph; and most of all his own utter helplessness. The images swept through his mind with an insistence like that of the boundless seas. He could not gainsay them.


    And, without tears, he was weeping. Gasping after a forgiveness which would never come and he must live with the pain of it always, no matter whether he died in the flesh or not. He had to live with it. When he opened his lips, hands which were neither harsh nor gentle seized his head and a cold bitter liquid filled his mouth. His eyes widened, though he could still see nothing and he swallowed it down, as much as he was given, recognising the salt taste and rejoicing in the pain it would bring him. Winter-sour beer. The drink given to the livestock before they died. It hastened their ends, and would hasten his, but would deepen the agony he took from it. It was what he had wished for. The mind-cane, and Jemelda, had understood. Here, on this tree, his flesh would be divided from his blood, his skin from his bone, his heart from his mind. He would, once and for all, suffer the kind of agony he had brought to others. It was right. It was right.


    Faster than he had anticipated, the pain set in. His throat felt as if a hundred needles were piercing his skin and the warmth of blood flooded his mouth. For a long moment strung out of time itself, the harsh liquid he had drunk oozed down into his body. It filled him with icy spikes. As if the drink itself was cutting outwards through his flesh. He screamed. He didn’t know he was capable of screaming or even if anyone other than himself could hear the sound. But his mouth formed the shape of it. He could not get any air, or not enough to sustain him. Something grasped at his head and the beaker disappeared from his lips. Simon struggled to turn, bring the deadly brew back to his mouth but cool fingers held him back. He felt the scarlet shape of her name engraving itself in his skin even as the poison inside him plunged outwards to meet it.


    Jemelda.


    Then his thoughts vanished to a place he had never gone. The cruelty of the stars and the burning depths of the earth. The pain travelled with him. It was part of him, it was him. But beneath the agony of it dwelt the understanding that he was, perhaps for the first time willingly, stepping on the path he was meant to take. So, with the pain, came satisfaction and peace. The Lost One watched in wonder as lines of crimson scarred his arms and body, blood weeping from the wounds. With each drop, a name came to his mind, etched in black and dripping with menace. Some of them he knew – the shadows of their faces drifting in and out of his memory – and some of them he did not. But all of them were dead because of him, all of them he had killed to keep Ralph Tregannon’s good opinion and to save himself. Every iota of the pain he felt would be worth it – a sacrifice for what he had done. And if it killed him in truth, then let the will of the gods and the stars be done. Because, with each name, the purity of the pain in his flesh plunged deeper and his mind became ever more splintered.


    Soon he would be as nothing. Worse than nothing. And the only things which would be left were the snow-raven, the mind-cane, and Ralph. At the thought of the Lammas Lord he must surely leave behind, he found he could weep at last.


    As the first tear marked him, silver and white exploded from within the dead names’ darkness, and he found he was falling, his body racked with pain and his mind empty. When he stopped falling, he truly understood that then he would die.


    Let it come then, let it come, he breathed.


    


    Ralph


    


    Instinct drives him. At his feet lies Simon’s father. He had thought the man was dead; had Simon told him this, or had he merely assumed it? This is not so and the Lammas Lord will use this knowledge to save the star-forsaken scribe, or may they all die in the attempt. With one hand he grabs Annyeke and with the other he flings the emeralds up into the air. As they flicker and dance on the wind, Ralph seizes the old man and pulls him closer.


    “May the gods and stars take us where we so much need to be,” he whispers.


    A roar of encompassing flame and the three of them are spun through darkness on an impossible journey. Annyeke’s colours rampage through him: yellow and green. Meanwhile, the old man whimpers, but does not struggle.


    Ralph has scarcely begun to orientate himself, if such an act were possible, when the green fire swallows itself up once more and comes to rest in the jewels clinging to his fingers, leaving him and his companions exposed to open skies and wild sound. By the gods, he will never grow used to this method of travel, which remains neither elegant nor dignified. But oh how necessary it is.


    He is up on his feet before he has time to take another breath. He knows the shouting before he sees the people, as he cannot forget the voices of those who were once his villagers. Jemelda’s voice comes most clearly to him, and that of the blacksmith too. Above and beyond all these, he sees Simon, his body wracked with suffering on the tree. The rope pierces his flesh, and his tongue is lolling sideways as if desperate for water which will never arrive in time.


    Ralph cries out, one long sharp note that pierces the noise of the huddle of people witnessing this death. He half-lifts the old man in his arms and drags him across the stone courtyard. He doesn’t know if he will need him or what the old man can do, but the emeralds brought him to the scribe’s father, and Ralph refuses to let him go. Behind him, Annyeke says something he can’t hear and he doesn’t stop to listen. He must reach Simon, before it is too late. Perhaps it is already too late. When he glances round, desperate to see if she has any wisdom she can impart, the First Elder is running in the other direction, away from the tree of death. Above her the strange white raven flies, calling out its sorrow in the falling snow. She has betrayed him and later there will be a reckoning, he thinks as darkness fills his mind. If Simon dies then Ralph’s vengeance will never find rest.


    Three times his feet slip on the scatterings of resting snow across stone, the old man holding him back and wailing like a young marsh-cat, but finally he is there, at the execution place. The people part for him like the trees part for the wind and he spits out his commands as they spring from his very depths.


    “You kill this man when it is I who commanded him to do the things that ruined you? How you have judged wrongly, and punished the hearth-dog when you should punish his master. I have spent too long grieving for my crimes, but that time is past. I am here and I order you to bring this innocent man down.”


    All these year-cycles, and Ralph has never berated the villagers in such a way. Yes, he has suspected them of treason, harried and pursued them and murdered them too, but he has never confronted them like this. Neither has he admitted his wrongdoing, and the shape of the words in his mouth brings its own strange freedom.


    Jemelda, his treacherous cook, speaks first, stepping up and gazing directly at him as if she is an equal. “It is too late, Lammas Lord, as the murderer is dead.”


    The blacksmith curses and spits on the ground. “He died too soon, great sir. The rope should have kept his agony for longer.”


    Without a thought, Ralph knocks the man down so he sprawls sideways, slipping on the snow, and the people surge back. So much has his power amongst them diminished and how he should have remembered this before fighting with those he needs to appease.


    “No, no.” The voice comes from one he has forgotten and the people have discounted. He glances down, mind pierced with a rising sense of pain, and the villagers crowding them both come to a halt, as the old man cries out again. “My son, my son, I abandoned you and now you are dead.”


    Ralph can see it is true. Simon’s tongue is swelling even in the cold air, and his whole body is slumped on the tree. His heart pounds like the absent drums heralding death and he knows all in one torrent how his crimes have returned to pierce him. He staggers forward but the old man is faster. He reaches his dead son and wraps his arms around his feet, pulling at the ropes that bind him. He is weeping loud enough to wake all the Lammas dead but Simon is beyond any response. Ralph pushes his way through the people to reach him.


    “Help me untie him,” he orders, panting hard and not looking at any of them. There will be time for his own grief later. “We must take this man down. Don’t you think there’s been death enough in these lands?”


    His voice is steadier than he’d hoped, but all he can sense in his head are the colours of despair: black, purple, white. So it has come to this and yesterday which he thought the worst is not so.


    It is the cook’s husband who helps him first. The old man holds Simon’s body as best he can while Ralph struggles with the knots. The blacksmith has tied them well, but a combination of desperation and brute force at last gets the scribe free. Finally the cook’s husband and Ralph lay Simon’s body onto the snow. As Bradyn continues to cry over his son, the Lammas Lord pulls off his cloak and lays it over the scribe though only the gods and stars know why he needs to be protected from the snow now. At the same time, Ralph wonders once more where Annyeke has gone and curses her absence.


    


    Annyeke


    


    She saw at once this scene did not require her. Funny how, since taking on the Eldership of Gathandria, her instincts had become sharper. They had no doubt experienced more use lately and, besides, something else was calling her: a narrow golden cord in her mind drawing her away from the courtyard with its death and despair and towards the castle. She refused to think of Simon and what might be happening to him, she couldn’t mourn for him yet. It was impossible to deny whatever was calling her and, who knows, it might be the key to help the Lost One. More than anything else at that moment, she longed to help him, even now.


    As she ran across the cobbled stones layered with snow, the icy wind pummelling her face, she heard the sound of the snow-raven crying out over her head. Even though she feared it less than she used to, its piercing note reverberated in her mind. A sudden gust, and its pale softness was closer than she’d imagined, the wings brushing through her hair. She ducked, but already the great bird was ahead of her, flying round the corner of the castle and then upwards back into overcast sky. Was it where she was meant to go? To the corner of the castle? The gold cord in her mind was growing ever more powerful, pulsating until it drove almost all her other thoughts into hiding.


    She reached the other side of the battered walls, slipped a few more paces and fell to her knees. At head height she saw a small door, which was glowing, sparking crimson and black and silver. The shape of it sprang fully-formed into her imagination as if it had always been there and she knew what it was at once. Cursing, she scrabbled with the opening and pulled the door outwards to reveal a small cupboard. It smelled of spices and bread. Worse than anything this day might demand of her however was the presence of the mind-cane. Annyeke couldn’t help but give a small cry as its physical proximity connected with the image of its calling in her thoughts. It was like fire and ice, air and sea filling her very being, impossible to understand and impossible to contain.


    Before she could scramble backwards in a vain attempt to protect herself, the cane sprang out, all but pushing her down. She had no real idea how it had managed to miss her or what its intentions were, but as it freed itself from its strange prison and righted itself in the air, Annyeke stood up and smoothed down her dress. She’d be damned for the eternal time-cycle if she, First Elder of Gathandria, did not face this challenge on her feet and with something approaching dignity.


    “What do you want?” she asked in a whisper, cautious still about allowing the words she spoke to dwell in her mind only for fear of what the cane might do to her there.


    She didn’t expect an answer as, to her knowledge, the mind-cane had never communicated with anyone apart from Simon, unless it was to threaten or wound, and that she supposed was a kind of communication in itself. But the cane sprang to her side as if obeying an order she had not given and the next moment she felt the warm glitter of its touch for a brief moment on her hand. From some deep-seated obstinacy even she hadn’t realised she possessed, she somehow prevented herself from crying out. At the same time, the sound of weeping rolled over her: the old man, Simon’s father. It was the end then, the Lost One was truly gone.


    Before she could react, the mind-cane twisted itself under her arm and pulled her away from the castle back the way she had come, towards the courtyard and the crying. Annyeke wrenched her arm away, her throat suddenly dry with possibility, but she continued to chase the cane’s path as it flickered and danced over the cobbles. Above them both, the snow-raven swooped and swung in the clouds.


    Annyeke had no notion as to what would happen next, but if the mind-cane had a plan to save Simon, she would follow it until all hope was gone.


    


    Simon


    


    The world stopped. The pain disappeared and for a long and blissful moment Simon felt nothing at all. Except the knowledge of death and how it held him.


    


    Ralph


    


    He hears her before he sees her. The sound of her footsteps, though muffled by snow, is louder against the silence of the people. Ralph springs to his feet and launches his rage and sense of loss towards the Gathandrian Elder.


    “If you had been here, you could have done something to save this man, you with your mind-skills and smugness, surely that would not have been too much for you?”


    Before the words are out of his mouth, he knows how petty they sound, and how much of the anger would be better directed towards himself, but Annyeke merely grimaces. It is at this point Ralph becomes aware of the mind-cane. He hisses between his teeth, from instinct drops into battle pose and then almost at once realises how meaningless that is. In spite of everything, the Lammas Lord is proud of the fact he hasn’t stepped back. Annyeke smiles.


    “If you hadn’t made the Lost One into a murderer and a slave, then perhaps we wouldn’t be here at all,” she retorts, and he has no comeback to her accusations.


    The mind-cane is having none of this. It leaps from Annyeke’s side and parts the crowd of people huddling round the death-tree like a mighty wind parting the rivers. The villagers slip and slide away, some falling and scrabbling upright again, all of them running to the edge of the courtyard to escape. The only one of them who remains is the blacksmith, and Ralph can feel the dark waves of his hatred flowing over them. It is as if the experiences which have brought him here have made him impenetrable to any sense of fear, or legend. Behind him lurks the castle’s cook, as she too has not run far.


    In the meantime, the mind-cane hovers over Simon’s dead body, like a dog returning to a defeated master. It’s glowing silver, its brightness almost too hard to look at. Something in Ralph’s head cracks open and he gasps. When he stretches out his hand, his fingers meet Annyeke’s and he grips her unexpected steadiness, all animosity forgotten, but there is something missing, something his mind aches to reach but cannot.


    The mind-cane. It needs you.


    The coolness of her voice in his thoughts shocks him to action and he lets her go. For one wild heartbeat, he wonders if he can answer her in kind, but that power has never been his. He is no true mind-dweller but only a half-breed of sorts.


    “Why? Why does it need me?” he says. “What in the stars’ names can I do for Simon now?”


    Annyeke shakes her head. You know. You must reach for the knowledge yourself, Lammas Lord, and soon. For Simon’s sake, please.


    As the mind-cane begins to sing, a high-pitched and piercing note which drives its own urgency through his blood, Ralph struggles to comprehend what he is being asked. Somehow he understands there is, oh miraculously, a small pocket of time in which the scribe can be saved, brought back from the dead if that is even possible. But Ralph is a soldier, a regional Lord, or he was once, not so long ago; he is no mystic to dabble with meanings and magic. The strange green energy which explodes in his head is beyond his ability to manage, and he groans, clutching at his hair and falling to his knees. There are voices in the wind, so many of them, and he cannot understand a single one of their messages, while all the time the cursed cane dances over the body of the man he loves. By the gods and stars he must do something to end this pain or it will consume him.


    And then one single voice, coming to him from the depths of madness. Yes, she tells him, do it, focus on what you see, on what you hear. Do it.


    Her voice vanishes, and there is nothing left, only noise, and emerald fire swirling and spitting around him. Suddenly, just as he tastes failure on his tongue, he understands the message the mind-cane is giving him. He reaches into his cloak, feels the icy hardness of the jewels he retrieved from the kitchen. Without thinking any more but knowing it is the only action he can take, he flings them at the cane. The mind-cane leaps to meet them, fire licking the air, and everything turns dark.


    


    Simon


    


    The world exploded into his mind and body once more and death slipped away. He knew how strong it had been, and how much he’d given in to it. But now he was no longer hanging from the tree. He could not feel the agonising stretch in his arms, the splinter of pain at his right shoulder. Even so, every bone, every part of his skin cried out for relief. He opened his mouth, panted, but no sound came out. He had not expected it. He had been … somewhere. He understood that, but the sense of the place he had been in was rapidly vanishing out of his mind-grasp.


    There had been people, Lammassers, Gathandrians and a hundred other races and beings, but their shapes, and whether he might have known any of them, were also fast disappearing, and the more his thoughts grasped after them, the faster they fled. It had been a place of darkness and light, of night and day, simultaneously. It had been full of singing but also utterly silent, a silence which flowed through his blood and into the very centre of his being. The silence had overpowered his senses so his only response had been to weep, at the same time as he had been filled with such joy as he had never known. He had stood, his feet on the expansive earth, and had seen the horizon stretch out so far he could not see where the ground ended and the sky began, or indeed if those measures meant anything in this strange and glorious setting.


    He sensed a presence in the centre of the scene, straight ahead, and was drawn towards it. He had encountered this before, after the battle when Annyeke had killed Gelahn, and Simon himself had entered the realms of the dead to try to rescue her young charge. However he had not expected to meet the Spirit of Gathandria again quite so soon, although “meeting” didn’t accurately describe the experience in any way. Because he had walked only a few steps when the Great Spirit of the lands slipped through his skin and bone and poured its strange energy through his blood, which was the only way to speak of the sheer devastation and ecstasy of it. He fell to his knees, scrabbled like a child on the ground, fingers digging deep into grass and soil, and panting hard. His thoughts and memories, all the loves and pains of his life exploded out of flesh and time-cycle and into bright air. It turned him inside out, it made him know what death was like and it also gave him strength.


    The words that launched themselves from his heart to the heart of the being ravishing him were these: Show me then, show me what is my life, and then I can live it.


    A long silence in which everything happened and also nothing. Simon became aware the light around him was fading, but the light inside was growing stronger. He rose to his feet, staggering under the strain. Across his vision streams of people and vast lands flowed past, and he felt as if he were seeing all the worlds and races that had ever been up until now. He feared them and he longed for them too.


    Is this what you see when you watch us, Spirit of Gathandria? So many people needing you and with none to help them?


    The Lost One did not wait for any response; he understood the answer lay within the depths of the question, and what he had asked was what the Spirit saw. He was aware of the wide beginnings of calm, perhaps even acceptance.


    I am closer to you than I think. How then can I help them?


    Simon closed his eyes, shutting off the scenes in front of him from his sight but not his mind. It was strange how much he felt at one with the air and the earth and the sky above, how his body was no longer a barrier but a channel. Was this what death meant? He laughed, but quietly, because this was indeed what it meant. Death was all around him and within him, and over and beneath him too. It was impossible to ignore or deny, stronger even than life in its intensity. He stretched his arms out as far as he could and flung his thoughts into the darkness within and without.


    So this is true. I am dead and this is the end of my journey. As that is what you wish, Great Spirit, then it is also what I long for, with even more passionate acceptance than you could ever plan for. Because of you I have sought my death at the hands of Lammas and it has been done. Your desire and mine are here fulfilled and you have all of me, body, mind and heart. Do with me here what you wish to do. Everything or nothing, it does not matter, as I am yours, in life and in death. Let all of it be as you alone have wanted.


    When the Lost One opened his eyes, he was crying. His own words carved the richness of meaning into his mind, giving back the power with which he had spoken them. He could see them dancing like young birds within a circle of green. Beyond it, light and dark flowed round them, and within that dwelt the unknowable, powerful Spirit. No, as even that understanding was too impartial; it was truer to acknowledge the Gathandrian Spirit was everywhere, not merely in the elements holding him safe, but here in the words and the circle, and even in himself. Even in death, especially in death.


    I will stay with you forever, and indeed I long to do so if you permit it, but allow me in this moment-cycle to want one thing above all: that you will make my death count for those who still dwell throughout the lands, and they will not be punished for what they have done. By the gods and stars who live in your unbearable light, Great Spirit, there has been punishment and pain enough, and now is the time for life and peace, if peace is possible. Let it be so.


    These words flowed out of the Lost One’s mouth and heart and mind, and spun through the air to join their fellows in the thought-circle. Its emerald edges all but vanished to allow them entry before closing up again. As it did so, something sparked in the shadows of Simon’s memory.


    The circle was green, emerald-bright. Emerald. He drew in a breath, feeling the warmth of it in his throat. At the centre of the world of the dead, could life still be felt and remembered in the way it had been, once? He did not dare recall it, only knowing that for this glorious line of eternity he and the Gathandrian Spirit were one, the memories and emotion shared. Perhaps this was as it had always been, if only he had known it.


    Is this not the end, but only the beginning?


    A rush of confidence, such certainty as the Lost One had never experienced, drove him forward to where the green circle danced and sparkled with words. His words. The Spirit’s words. Simon found he was laughing, and the light from the laughter flowed within the air like a silver stream on a bright spring-season morning. Still laughing, he reached out and touched the circle.


    It exploded in green, enfolding him in light and music. Simon felt free, truly alive, as the colours invigorated his mind. At the heart of the emerald was something black and silver: the mind-cane, an object which had somehow wormed its way into his affections and not let go. He had no idea how it had come to be here, in the Land of the Dead, but the sight of it gave him renewed hope. He did what he had been born to do: he grasped the cane, feeling its warmth and power meld with his own, and slashed it across the exploding circle.


    The world turned white and he spun through the air as the ground beneath him disappeared. With it vanished the people and the histories he had sensed and seen, but their loss was his alone; he knew they remained as they had been. Even for the Lost One, some acts of salvation were not his to perform. As he tumbled through the absence of things, the circle and the cane went with him, strange comforts in the unaccountable light. Indeed, falling through air was an experience he should be used to by now, and he wondered if the Gathandrian Spirit would ever stop testing him like this. Surely he had proved himself enough?


    The choice is yours alone.


    The voice came from nowhere and everywhere, it was within and without. If Simon had been forced to choose to whom it belonged, then his answer would have been the mind-cane. Something had changed.


    What choice? he formed the words and breathed them out as he continued to fall, hoping his obvious foolishness would not be too cruelly punished.


    The choice of life or death.


    The Lost One would have laughed again, if he had found air enough to do so. Then that is easy; I have died already and am in the Land of the Dead. If there is a choice, then it must be for life, but life not as I wish it but as you alone may grant.


    He had not intended to add so much to his decision, but the words flowed through him like water and he knew he was not speaking them on his own. For this time-cycle, he and the cane and the circle were one: he was as dark as winter and as bright as the silver carving on the artefact; he was as green as a forest and as wild as the fire which sparked from the magical circle. He was Simon the Scribe, he was the Lost One.


    It was enough. He landed without warning on earth and ice, and he did not have air to cry out even as the pain scorched through him. Beneath his cheek he felt the roughness of stones. Somebody grasped his body and he felt himself lifted skywards. Was he to be hanged from the tree once more? He tried to reach out with his thoughts to learn who it was, but the energy for that had vanished. The Lost One had never felt so helpless, in spite of the fact he could feel the cane in his grip and sense the emerald power, though even that was lessening rapidly. It must be returning into the form of jewels it dwelt within. No time to ponder further as a hand at the back of his head offered him support, and he felt strong fingers digging into his hair. Not the Lammas Lord then, at least so his memory told him. A sudden sense of movement and then he could hold onto this renewal of life no longer. His mind spun away, desperate for familiarity, but found none.


    


    Annyeke


    


    If she were being entirely truthful with herself, as a First Elder of Gathandria and more importantly as the woman she most definitely was, she never expected anything to happen. When the Lammas Lord flung the emeralds at the cane where it hovered over Simon’s dead body, she had no idea what he meant to achieve. It even crossed her mind it might have been some strange Lammas tradition she didn’t know about or that Johan, in his studies of them, had never mentioned. An honouring of the dead. She never expected the green fire to roar into life and engulf the mind-cane, whilst the screams of the villagers echoed through the air. Without a further thought, Annyeke launched herself across Simon’s body. At the same time, someone else landed above her and she felt the Lost One and herself gathered into a rough and juddering embrace. The Lammas Lord.


    She had no further opportunity to respond as the green fire swept over them, and the only thought filling her mind was brightness and energy, the seasons rolled into one vast triumph, and the sky and the land as all but inseparable. She closed her eyes and gasped, unable to bear the power of it, whilst Tregannon’s grip on her tightened and he cried out, pouring strange curses into her ear.


    It lasted longer than she could ever recount and was over before she could fully understand where they had been. As it had been somewhere different, she was sure of it. A land far away from both Lammas and her beloved Gathandria, a land as far as the distant stars themselves, and at the same time closer than her own heart.


    The fire vanished and she heard the dull thud of something falling onto the snow. When she opened her eyes, she could see the cane and the handful of jewels lying as innocent as sunshine a man’s length away from them on the earth. The screams of the people stopped and all she could hear now was whimpering, all she could taste in her mind was the aftershock of their fear: yellow, orange, black. Most of them were running away, back across the water, over the field the other side and to the woods. She wondered if they would find any safety there, but did not think so. What had happened today, what was happening still, was beyond all their understandings. Of the Lammassers, only the small woman, her thin husband and the grim-faced workman remained, as well as Tregannon and his young steward. She could only admire their courage.


    Tregannon let her go.


    “Simon?” he whispered. “Simon?”


    As if responding to the Lammas Lord’s voice alone, and as if he had been waiting only for that stimulus, the man in her arms shuddered and drew in a sudden, harsh breath. It was her turn to cry out; the Lost One had been dead, she had known this fully in her mind, as had those around her. He had been dead, and now he lived again. She had seen one such miracle herself after the battle in the Gathandrian park, where the Lost One had brought back her young charge from the dead, a gift for which she would by the stars love him for all her living days. But she had not truly thought to witness it again, when the Lost One himself was dead.


    How the day-cycles were changing, and their worlds were all new.


    The Lost One opened his eyes, his breathing steadying, and Tregannon began to cry, harsh sobs he made no effort to hide. Annyeke felt the pressures and pain the Lammasser had been holding inside leech slowly, and only a little, out of his blood.


    “How …? I c-cannot … this day. What-what happens now?” he whispered, to himself.


    From smiling down in ridiculous fashion at the Lost One, Annyeke eased round and faced Tregannon, feeling the words already crowding her tongue.


    “Now we have hope,” she said.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Eight: Beginning Again


    


    HOPE


    


    Jemelda


    


    She breathed deeply, feeling her whole body tremble. Since the war, she had dreamed of nothing but destroying this man if she ever had the chance, and she had spent the whole morning gathering together the people who would help her do it. She thought she had done it, in spite of the Lammas Lord, the cane and the strange green fire. He had been dead, she knew it; the blacksmith’s slow rope and the winter-sour beer had made the murderer of their people suffer and die.


    Now he was alive again, as in the quiet of the snows she heard his breathing, the cries of joy, saw that moment of true betrayal from the mouth of their supposed Lord. The injustice of it took her insides and twisted them so Jemelda could no longer name any of the emotions within her blood. It was as if she had created the best meal she could imagine and laid it out on a pure linen tablecloth and then the wood-wolves had satisfied their hunger on it.


    It was beyond her endurance. She became aware Frankel was gripping her hand and must have been beside her for some time.


    “Jemelda,” he whispered. “Jemelda, my love?”


    Behind his simple words lay something deeper, a plea, but she refused to acknowledge it. She had gone too far down this road of vengeance to turn back and, besides, she owed it to the decimated villagers. Somebody had to die: an ancient law but a true one. She slipped her hand from her husband’s and took a step away from him.


    Various emotions chased their way over his face and for several heartbeats it felt as if they were the only two people in the whole of Lammas. She did not want to explore what he might want to say.


    “Please, Jemelda …”


    She shook her head, still stepping back. “No.”


    The sharpness of her retort drew the attention of the small group huddled by the man she had tried and failed to kill. The Lammas Lord stared right at her, blocking her view of the murderer, the red-haired woman and the frail old man. She did not know either of these last two and did not think they were Lammassers but neither did she want to know them. She counted them as the enemy.


    “Jemelda, stay with us, please.”


    “No,” she said again, not even looking at her husband, but keeping her eyes fixed on Lord Tregannon. So many year-cycles of her life she had spent serving him and his household, as had her mother and her mother before her. Not only that, but she had stayed here at the castle, with Frankel, after the terrible war was over when most others had fled. She had cooked for the Lammas Lord, and though it had only been a short while before the murderous scribe had returned, she knew she had intended to cook for him for as long as she could scrape the herbs from the ground and the crops from the storage, and for as long as the breath remained to her. Today he had thrown her kindness and loyalty into the wind, and all her steadfastness had gone. She would serve the Tregannons no more. Her allegiance with them was finished and she had other, more necessary, work to perform.


    As if he had penetrated her thoughts, the Lammas Lord flinched and stood up, laying the murderer gently on the ground as if he were precious goods. He took a few paces towards her and stretched out his arms. She could see him swallow before he spoke, and the slight shake of his legs as he tried to remain still.


    “I cannot explain what has happened, Jemelda,” he said. “And you have every right to hate me, and Simon also, but for the sake of this village I have abandoned so badly, won’t you stay, as your husband asks you?”


    Jemelda didn’t hesitate, although her heart trembled at the casting aside of so many year-cycles of tradition ingrained within her.


    “It is too late for such words,” she said, almost adding his title at the end but saving herself just in time. “My decision is made. You have used unnatural magic to win your day, but it cannot last forever. From now on, I will work my utmost with those I have called together today to destroy the man I have planned to destroy. Only in that way can our land be saved, through the will of the people, not by tricks and deceit. You will not see me here again until I come to destroy that murderer of yours and all those who follow him.”


    With that, she turned away and began to walk towards the more welcoming woods. Silently, the blacksmith went with her, but she made no comment and neither did he speak. As she walked away, Jemelda paid no heed to Frankel’s cry, nor to the strange sounds of the great bird flapping slow wings in the grey skies above her. She simply kept on walking, leaving behind the life she thought was hers, feeling the harsh beat of her heart at the thought of parting from her husband, bearing the shock of the water at her legs as she waded across the stream and seeing the wood drawing ever closer.


    


    Ralph


    


    Again he fails his people; Jemelda has gone, to do the gods and stars know what with the rest of the villagers in the woods. The Lammas Lord shakes his head, displacing the snow gathered on his shoulders. He cannot help his people for the time-cycle now and immediately to come, but what he can do is try to keep the scribe alive. The very fact Simon has somehow returned to the living galvanises Ralph and he turns back to the scene before him: the fallen man, his frail father, and the Gathandrian First Elder. Not to mention the mind-cane and the emeralds.


    He hunkers down next to Simon, who is breathing more regularly, he is glad to see, though the scribe’s eyes remain shut.


    “Look after the old man, Hallsfoot,” Ralph commands, with something of his former authority. “I will take Simon to shelter.”


    Annyeke makes no move to obey, but merely raises her eyebrows at him. “Interesting,” she murmurs.


    “Interesting? How so?” Ralph snaps back, keen to take action now he considers he may actually have something useful to do.


    “The fact Simon lives seems to have given you a new lease of life also,” she comments, her gaze fixed on him. “But there are ways and ways of exercising your power, Lammasser. You are not the only leader here.”


    Ralph has the grace to blush but will not be thwarted from his purpose. “Forgive me, but we must keep him warm and dry, and I can brook no argument to that.”


    “So I see.” Annyeke allows Ralph to gather the scribe up into his arms and instead tends to the old man. Frankel and Apolyon, both of whom Ralph has all but forgotten up until this moment, help her. “And the Lost One’s father’s name is Bradyn. Perhaps it would be good for you to remember it.”


    He doesn’t respond to this jibe, as already he is carrying the scribe across the icy courtyard, taking care not to fall, and hurrying towards the kitchen. Behind him, Ralph can hear Frankel and Annyeke pacifying Bradyn, who seems hardly to understand what has just happened. Not that he can blame anyone for this, as he is experiencing an equally difficult time understanding it himself.


    Simon lies heavily in his arms, and Ralph finds his legs are shaking by the time he reaches the table in the middle of the castle kitchen. He is weak from lack of food and regular exercise. Still, he deposits the sleeping man as gently as possible onto the wooden surface, glad for the feeble light which glitters through the small window above the washing area. He hears the faint hum of the mind-cane as it follows them, keeping as close as possible to its master, but he does not turn round to square up to this new potential threat. Not yet.


    Instead he leans closer to the scribe’s face. “I am sorry for it all,” he whispers. “Only let me have the chance to redeem myself in your mind for what I have done and I …”


    The words run from his tongue and he knows he cannot finish them. Even assuming he knows what it is he most wants to say. He would start again, use other words, but the time for it is fast vanishing. He hears the sound of footsteps growing louder, the harsh chattering of the old man, Simon’s father, and the softer murmuring of Annyeke. Frankel and Apolyon are silent.


    By the time all four of them stand just within the kitchen’s threshold, blocking out the light, Ralph has stood and taken a small step away from the table. Only his hand remains on Simon’s shoulder. Indeed it is entirely impossible for him to remove it. The mind-cane floats to the other side of the table and stays there, a fact for which Ralph is grateful. Even though the mind-executioner is no longer with them, the cane’s power is not to be mocked. It has brought a dead man back to life.


    Annyeke makes to speak but the old man plunges across them and all but collapses next to the scribe.


    “Please, please,” he says over and over again. “My son, what has happened to my son?”


    Knowing something of Simon’s history with his father, and what the man did to the scribe so many year-cycles ago, Ralph grimaces. He is paying the price for his cruelty but, then again, so is Ralph. That realisation makes the Lammas Lord turn away as Annyeke and Frankel endeavour to calm Bradyn.


    It is then for no apparent reason that the mind-cane attacks him. By the time Annyeke calls out a warning, Ralph’s mind is a storm of black and silver heat. He can’t help but scream and fall to his knees where the stone floor bites into his skin. The fire from the cane overwhelms his thoughts and he gasps for breath which doesn’t come. A jumble of impressions: Simon’s face; the mind-executioner; the Lammas soldiers; his own father; and finally the Tregannon castle that has both protected him and trapped him.


    The fire disappears, though he doesn’t know why. Doesn’t it want to kill him for what he has done to its master? As he struggles to his feet, the ache in his leg almost as fierce as the mind-cane’s fury, the scribe suddenly speaks. Low tones, so low Ralph can scarcely catch them, but the urgency of the words somehow makes the sound carry.


    “Leave him be.”


    “Simon?...” Ralph can’t hide the need which flies at once from his thoughts straight into the scribe’s understanding. Neither can he help the fact his weakness is obvious to everyone else in the kitchen – to Annyeke and, how much worse, to Frankel and Apolyon, his servants. This is not the behaviour expected of any Lammas Lord and he draws himself back, coughing as the cane hovers around him.


    Annyeke shrugs and soothes down the scribe’s hair from his face. Simon is blinking himself awake, and Ralph can see the slight tremble of his body. Again the realisation hits him: this man was dead and is alive again. He died, but he has returned.


    Still, when Ralph reaches out to the scribe, the cane snaps and fizzes, forcing him to retreat. Simon sighs.


    “Leave him,” he says again. “Please.”


    The scribe opens his hand and the mind-cane floats down into it. As his fingers close over the artefact, the cane’s brightness dims and the silver fizzing ceases. Ralph gains the impression something like a wild and dangerous bird has flown back to its handler’s grasp and is at peace again, although for how long he has no notion.


    “Simon …” he says again, testing the mind-cane’s patience, as by the gods and stars he has much to say and to his own surprise no longer cares who else is here to witness it.


    “Ralph,” the scribe speaks and his voice is stronger now. He is half-twisted towards Ralph, supported by Annyeke and with Frankel and Apolyon skulking in the background. “Lord Tregannon, I don’t wish to hear whatever you have to tell me. It is not the time and, besides, I need to sleep.”


    Then, without another word, the scribe falls back again onto the table and, after a few moments, his steady breathing begins again.


    That’s it, Ralph thinks. He has his answer, and the scribe is right, of course he is: the past is over and it is time he starts acting not like a foolish lover but like a Tregannon Lord. The opportunity for rebuilding the land is here, and it is up to him to take it.


    Before he can fully respond to this, Annyeke touches his hand. “Are you all right?”


    Her sympathy is written in her eyes, but Ralph is not ready for it. He isn’t sure he will ever want to be, so his answer is sharper than it should be.


    “Yes,” he says, “the mind-cane has left me unharmed. Which is a mercy as there is much we must do, if hope for the future of Lammas has been granted to us.”


    That is, he knows, not what the First Elder of Gathandria was asking, but her true question is not something he wishes to consider. For a moment, she frowns and seems as if she’d ask more, but then, thank the stars, her expression closes and she lets him go. He can’t help wondering if she has read him, however, and hopes to the gods she has not; he does not even wish to read himself.


    “Good,” she says, her voice as brittle as a dead tree. “In that case, I must go. The Lost One is alive and has fallen into your care, as the Spirit seems to wish it. You have, as you say, much to do here, and perhaps even internal battles to prepare for, and I should not delay you. Let me have some of the emeralds and I will return to Gathandria, for there is much to do there also. From what I have experienced recently, I no longer believe our wars are over, though I fear what the worst might be, I tell you.”


    He wonders what she might mean and, despite his relief that she plans to go, as no land can bear two leaders at the same time, Ralph hesitates. He has enough of his father’s political skills to see beyond his own preferences and, for once, he is grateful. He opens his arms, a gesture of openness and vulnerability he hopes she will understand.


    “Of course,” he nods. “You are right and I would not wish to keep you here, First Elder, but it strikes me a relationship between our two countries might be beneficial to both, immersed as we are in rebuilding our lands after war. Would you consider a formal alliance?”


    It is a daring request, bearing in mind the battle was between their two countries and Lammas has been the loser, but the fact everything has changed has given Ralph the kind of boldness he has not had for many days. Annyeke, meanwhile, widens her eyes, and the sensation of her surprise hits him when he least expects it. Then she laughs, and he knows that, yes, this time she has read him indeed.


    He waits for her to finish laughing and to speak.


    “You are more complex than I anticipated, Lammas Lord,” she says. “Though, knowing the Lost One, I should have expected it. Your offer is heard, on behalf of all Gathandrians, and we will consider it. But for now, any alliance we have should, I believe, remain informal. Agreed?”


    He nods, as it is a better result than he deserves. By the gods, she knows that too.


    “Good,” she says again. “Then I must begin my journey home.”


    Annyeke accepts the two emeralds he hands to her with a brief nod. He hopes they will be enough, but something inside him has faith in the power she has to make them so.


    Then, with a soft word of farewell to Simon and his now silent father, and an unexpectedly affectionate embrace for Ralph’s two servants, she steps outside into crisp air, and throws the emeralds into the sky. They form a perfect circle of green. The First Elder turns round to where Ralph watches her, and says five words only that he hears as clear as truth. He opens his mouth to reply but already she is stepping into the circle and the next moment she is truly gone.


    It surprises him how her absence makes him tremble. It is time for him to carry the mantle of leadership once more and to carry it alone, bearing her closing words in mind:


    Look after the Lost One, she said.


    He will make certain he hearkens in full to Annyeke’s plea.

  


  
    

    Fifth Gathandrian Interlude


    


    Annyeke


    


    She landed with a thud on hard stone, all the breath punched out of her. By the gods and stars, this was no way for a modern woman to travel, but sometimes the gods and stars walked mysterious paths and would, no doubt, not listen to her.


    “Annyeke.” She snatched the emeralds and hugged them safely to her as strong arms lifted her up and carried her to the nearest stool. There she perched, not entirely steadily, while Johan held her and gazed into her eyes. That she liked a great deal, oh yes. “What happened? Where have you been?”


    Hard to explain all that in just a few words but she would do her best. The emeralds, she began, dispensing entirely with the need for speech, they took me to the Lammas Lands, or at least I was in a strange place of no world first and then in the Lammas Lands. Ralph Tregannon was there too. Tregannon is greatly troubled, as well he might be. Together we found the Lost One’s father, an old man called Bradyn. I had not realised he was alive, but he is wandering in his thoughts and will need much care if he is to live. Then we found the Lost One …


    “And?... her life-partner prompted her. What then?


    Knowing the new-found family connection between Johan and the Lost One, and the friendship forged on their perilous journey to save Gathandria, Annyeke paused and took both Johan’s hands in her own, as much as she could.


    Do not despair but he died, at first, she said simply. The Lammas villagers tortured him at their place of execution and he died but ….


    “No!” With the shock of her explanation turning the colours of his mind to the deepest gloom, Johan did not wait to catch Annyeke’s further thoughts and wrenched himself backwards, speaking aloud once more and almost causing her to fall from her seat. “That cannot be. It is not what he returned to Lammas to do, it is unimaginable.”


    “Wait, please,” she begged him, realising for the first time Talus was also present, hiding in a shadowy corner staring up at them both, and all but forgotten. She had best take care what she said; some things were not for the young. “That is not the end of it, Johan, please listen. And Talus too. Come.”


    She stood next to Johan and gripped his shoulder, trying to ease the sudden and shocking outpouring of black grief from his mind. With her other hand, she reached for Talus, and the boy ran to her. Close to, his softer colours brushed over her thoughts.


    “It is not the end of it,” she said. “I do not know how, so do not ask it of me, and I have not seen any such matter in our legends, but somehow the Lost One lives again. He was dead, but with the power of the mind-cane and the Tregannon emeralds, he lives once more. He was lost, but now is more fully found. The Gathandrian Spirit has done more for us than we could ever ask or imagine, and we should be happy for it. We should have no need, yet, for grief.”


    Despite her words, the sadness and confusion of her menfolk overwhelmed her. Johan was, understandably, the first to recover.


    “How can that be? There is nothing in the legends of the Lost One to indicate such an event. Simon came back from the dead?”


    Calling the Lost One by his own name seemed even less fitting than usual to Annyeke; the former scribe had already travelled far beyond their expectation, although in quiet ways and almost against his own will. Johan however knew him better than she did and was entitled to call him whatever he wished. Her life-partner was right about the legends though; none of them relating to the Lost One spoke of this.


    “I don’t know the answer,” she replied, “but perhaps now is the time to start living and writing our own legends. We are making everything anew, or the Lost One is.”


    “That much is true.” Johan stepped back and wiped both hands upwards over his face. The gesture left a shock of hair rising from his head. He half-squinted at her, frowning. “There is more, isn’t there? Tell me.”


    She did so, as simply as possible. “Because the Lost One is alive again, as long as Lord Tregannon keeps him that way and I think he will, the villagers in Lammas are divided. Some of them, led by Jemelda the castle cook, have left their homes, what remains of them, and taken themselves to the woods and fields. Whatever the Lost One plans to do, they will fight against him. If that happens, then the healing of the land will be delayed and that will affect not only Lammas, but all of us, here in Gathandria and the lands beyond us, everything that lies within our responsibility. Not only that but I’m sure there’s something going on with the elders here, with the Chair Maker particularly. Once or twice his thoughts have brushed against mine, and there’s a … a … darkness there I don’t understand, but it scares me so much I can’t even think about what it might mean. By the gods and stars, Johan, we are weak enough after the wars; must we still fight for peace?”


    Annyeke hadn’t realised that was what she actually thought until the words were humming in her mouth. She sat down on the stool once again, clinging to Talus, for the comfort of them both.


    Johan hesitated for a heartbeat or two and she could feel his colours swirling and dancing around and within him until his mind was steady with purpose. How she wished she could say the same! By the stars, she almost wondered whether it would have been better to walk away from the role of First Elder of the city if she had known such difficulties were to come. But no, how could she even think such a thing? Look where the elders had led them to, and how she had hated what they had done. She would not change even one breath of her decisions, not even the decision to slay the mind-executioner. She would do it all over again if she had to, for the sake of the land, for the sake of her people. It was only in this moment that the weariness of what she had witnessed and what might be to come had overwhelmed her. She needed to sleep, but would she be ready to face the future when her sleep was through?


    Puzzling over all these important matters and trying to blink herself back into wakefulness and her usual vigour, she had not noticed Johan had hunkered himself down before her. He placed one hand on her knee and the other with a gesture of affection and intimacy on her forehead, including Talus also within his embrace.


    Annyeke, he said, using thought only. She could feel the love he had for her enfolding her like a vast cloak, keeping her safe. His mind-words were as clear as sunlight, and she knew Talus also caught their meaning.


    Yes, what is it, my love?


    You need have no reason to fear, he replied. Now you are tired, yes, but soon you will be yourself again. In all the year-cycles and heart-cycles I have known you, you have always been a woman who understands what to do at the right time, whatever it is we must face. Trust yourself, and the spirit of the stars within you, Annyeke; trust yourself as I trust you. All will one day soon be well.


    She had not heard him speak with so much commitment and passion before, at least not about her responsibilities, and she could only hope his confidence would prove to be right. For now, she must regain her strength, and on the morrow she would form a plan to help the Lost One and those that cleaved to him, a plan which would have to bring healing to them. She only hoped she could find the faith to believe in it.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Nine: Rumours of War


    


    Jemelda


    


    It seemed to be many hour-cycles since she and her small band of loyal followers reached the Cave of Hiding. When she first arrived, there was something about the atmosphere which gave her pause but she shrugged her shoulders and brushed aside the undergrowth nonetheless, striding through into its dark safety. Her mind clung to the images of recent events: the scribe’s death; how everything she’d hoped for seemed to be achieved; then the way the magical cane had brought him back from the dead, with the help of his friends. Shocking too he could name any as his friends, remembering as she did so keenly what he had done to them.


    Worst of all was the way the Lammas Lord had cleaved to him and had wanted the murderer to live even though it was best for him to die. The land required it, she knew this in the hidden depths of her blood and in the strange silence she felt growing within her. A silence which reminded her of swirling waters, with their own personality that was both herself and not herself. If she only focused her mind a little, it almost felt as if she might be able to name it but after a few tense moments she gave up the effort. No matter, whatever – or whoever – it was, it gave her a rich power she welcomed. Because of it, she would bring about the murderous scribe’s death for her people and her village, no matter what. These had been the uppermost of her thoughts on arrival, but there were other matters also to consider.


    In the thin sun dappling the cave, she knew it was her husband’s abandonment which pierced her the most. She had expected him to follow her when she left the Tree of Execution at the castle as, by the stars, they had been together for so long and he had always been at her side, and she at his. This time-cycle, she was alone. She swallowed hard and wiped away the wetness from her cheek. This was no place for weeping.


    Besides, she wasn’t quite alone, was she? Around her, huddled like refugees in the cave, sat the small group of Lammassers who had, unlike Frankel, accompanied her in her rebellion.


    Thomas the Blacksmith was at her side, naturally enough as he remained like her so opposed to the scribe that he would kill Simon again if he had the opportunity. Other villagers had followed them also: one of the two night-women left in Lammas, although the second had stayed behind; five of the remaining farmers with two of their wives, the other three women being dead; two weavers, both women; and one boy who had worked briefly as an apprentice to the dye trader. Twelve people, thirteen including herself, so not much of an army, but it would have to be enough. Even though they were facing strange magic and the power of the mind-cane, not to mention the Tregannon emeralds although her understanding of what these could do was more ragged, Jemelda would give her best to stop the plans of the scribe from being fulfilled.


    Once the murderer was truly dead, then his hold on Lord Tregannon would be gone, and the village and its fields and woods would be able to rebuild itself once more. For that to happen, Jemelda and her people would need to stop the cane and the emeralds from providing the scribe and his followers with protection. She needed to drive out the Gathandrians also, if Lammas was to be itself again.


    “Jemelda, what would you have us do?” Thomas’s gruff question made the cook jump and she blinked at him, hoping he did not pick up her uncertainty in the cave’s shifting shadows.


    She laid her hand upon his shoulder. “Do? We must fight back, that is what we must do.”


    “How can you fight thought-power when we have none of such magic?” he snorted. “The one who holds the mind-cane is the one who wins. Look how today the bastard scribe has come back from the dead where I sent him. Nobody should have been able to live with the rope I tied him in or the winter-sour beer he drank, and I have not seen anyone come back from the unknown before today. It is a curse and an evil.”


    With that, Thomas spat on the rock floor, causing the night-woman to cry out before stifling her cries with her hand. Jemelda shook her head.


    “You do not need to be afraid,” she told the trembling woman. “You are among friends here and no-one shall harm you. Is that not so, Thomas?”


    A slight pause, and the blacksmith nodded. She could see the gesture in the half-light, and knew as clearly as if he had spoken it to her that Thomas had lain with this woman, and in the recent past too. Perhaps he had cursed and spat at her then, because she was not the woman he had loved and lost, and because of what he had done with her to ease his grief. By the stars, how this war and the scribe had brought them to such a state, but she would fight until things were as they should be again. Today, this bleak winter afternoon, these people had become her people, of a sort, and she must take care of them.


    “What is your name?” she asked the woman, and then wondered if the question was an insult if the woman had never had one. She had not stopped to think before speaking.


    She was about to apologise and speak of something else to prevent kneading in the woman’s shame when she spoke. Her voice was low and quiet.


    “My name is Corannan,” she said.


    Corannan. One who suffers, in the old Lammas tongue. Jemelda thought the night-woman’s family must have been poor but with enough dignity not to forgo the naming ceremony. Still, Corannan had been forced to sell herself to live, an act which made poverty an evil master.


    “Where do you come from?” she asked. “I know you were not born in Lammas.”


    Corannan hesitated. “I come from the White Lands, but my mother was half of the marsh people too.”


    Jemelda couldn’t help herself; she shuddered. The people of mixed breeding were viewed with suspicion and she had heard tell they never lived long. Another legend which had turned out to be a lie and, now she looked at Corannan, she saw the tell-tale paleness of the White Lands folk and a hint of the Marshlands in her brown, gentle eyes. She’d never truly looked at the woman before the war due to her profession, and an urge to ask her why she did such acts overwhelmed the cook, but it was not the time-cycle for that. She would have to work with Corannan from now on, so the questions she burned to ask must remain unspoken.


    “You are welcome here,” she said. “Now, for the rest of you, tell us your names so all of us here may know them. For I too, who have lived so long at the castle, do not know every one of you.”


    For a while the small gang of rebels talked, telling their names and something of their history. Jemelda realised one of the farmers, Matthus, and the young boy too had been amongst her regular customers for the left-over bread and cakes from her kitchen. She had never liked the practice in other countries with lesser lords of merely leaving the waste food outside for people to take it, so she had put the abandoned morsels on the central table and left the kitchen curtains open, even in winter, so they might come in and take some warmth from the hearth before eating what they might. As they spoke, the boy haltingly, she recognised them although they were far thinner, and the man greyer also, than they had been. Then again, the war had changed everyone, hadn’t it?


    Others of the Lammas folk she found familiar also, particularly the women whom she must have seen on market days back in the day-cycles they had been held, but she had not known their names until this afternoon.


    Thomas the Blacksmith, spoke last, even though he had no real need to do so as all knew who he was.


    “My name is Thomas,” he said, “but that is not the most important fact about me. No, what matters is this: I have come with Jemelda to fight the evil man who has returned to us and I will continue to fight him and his murderous magic until he is dead, or until I myself die. There are no other options for me.”


    When he finished speaking, the silence around them seemed heavier and more menacing and Jemelda shivered.


    “There are no other options for any of us,” she said. “This is what we will do.”


    


    Simon


    


    When he woke, he didn’t recognise his surroundings, at least not at first. Whatever he was lying on was soft and he felt warm and, above, he could see a strange pattern of sky and wood and stone. He couldn’t understand why he was not colder, if he could see the sky as the great snows were not yet over. Or they had not been when he had last noticed them.


    Pictures danced and swirled across his mind but he couldn’t make sense of them: rope; the toughness of wood carved onto his back; the anger of men, and women too. He stirred and groaned and, at once, he felt someone’s hand on his shoulder easing him back on to the bed, as bed it must be.


    With that touch, a hundred other pictures: armour and bones; a man dressed in a cloak with strange symbols; another man who smiled at him but whose beauty was ravaged by grief; then a raven as white as snow; and the mind-cane. The mind-cane.


    Simon woke for certain with a gasp, arms flailing, pain tracking through his bones. Let me up, I must have the cane.


    He spoke without the need for a voice, his thoughts crystallising in a surge of mind-power which brought him half-risen on the bed and all but fighting the man who tried to hold him down. At the same time-cycle, his companion’s mind collapsed beneath the sudden onslaught from his own and in the midst of the pain he was unaccountably causing he caught one word only: Simon.


    He let go at once, still gasping, still fighting for possession of the cane. Ralph? The Lammas Lord was kneeling half-on half-off the bed, his hand continuing to grasp Simon’s shoulder, but his thoughts scattering away to the stars and beyond, if that were possible, as he ran in his mind from Simon’s unwitting attack.


    “Forgive me,” the Lost One spoke aloud this time, fearing to cause more damage to the floundering man. For a heartbeat, maybe more, he didn’t know what to do or how to remedy his actions but then the mind-cane, which must have been there with him all along but he had not linked with its voice, fell like a homing bird into his palm and he felt something like a rush of water flowing through him.


    With his other hand, he touched Ralph’s forehead, acknowledging the man’s sweat and fear on his fingers, and mind-delved further until he was standing at the very centre of the Lammas Lord’s thoughts. How familiar the landscape was to him: salty sand and stormy sky with fire-filled clouds. Trying to ignore the fact the last time he had been allowed here, the two of them had been lovers, he called back the spiralling sparks of Ralph’s broken mind, using his own, feeble as it was, as a beacon. He was slow in this, his own thoughts trembling and his limbs aching, but he put his weakness to one side and concentrated on undoing such havoc as he had caused.


    It took the length of a summer story, the longest of all the seasons’ tales, but at last it was done. In time-cycles past, Simon would have desired nothing more than to stay and enjoy the Lammas Lord’s mind to the full, but he could not be as he once was. As they had been, now.


    So he turned away and spun his thoughts back to where his body waited for them, in the Lammas Lord’s bedroom. He realised this for the first time, and swallowed. One heartbeat, then another, and he was where he had been, but not quite as he remembered himself.


    Because everything had changed, hadn’t it? He’d given himself over to the villagers’ anger, he’d died and somehow he’d been reborn again. Oh yes, he remembered it all. He even remembered how he’d been taken down from the Tree of Execution and found himself in the castle kitchen. None of this was the usual arc to a Lammasser’s life, or even a half-Gathandrian, as he was. He sighed and felt Ralph stir. Slowly he took his hand away from his companion’s forehead and felt the slight click in his thoughts as they disconnected. By the gods, he already missed it.


    Ralph stood, not confidently but holding himself steady by means of the nearest stonework.


    “You are stronger than any of us anticipated,” he said. “Thank you for putting me together again. It seems you were always adept at that in some fashion.”


    Simon had no answer, but perhaps Ralph expected none as he turned and reached for something on a nearby table. When he turned back again, he held a beaker of water in his hand, which he offered to Simon.


    “Drink,” he said. “You will have need of it.”


    The Lost One did so. It appeared the subject of what had just taken place was now closed in the Lammas Lord’s mind; how easily Ralph left behind the aspects of his life which worried him.


    “Thank you,” Simon said when he had finished the water. “Tell me, how did I get here?”


    The Lammas Lord misunderstood and began speaking of the villagers and the tree, but Simon interrupted him. “No, you mistake me. That I remember well enough. I meant how did I get here, in your chambers? I can remember being in the kitchen below and then nothing.”


    Ralph hesitated before replying. “The cook’s husband, Frankel, and I carried you upstairs. We thought you would find more comfort here. I have no experience of it myself, but I would imagine the kitchen table is not the best place for a man who has died and lives again.”


    “No, I suppose it is not.” Simon wanted to say more, about the memories, both good and bad, which being here brought to his mind, but he could not find the words. Instead, he chose a rather safer avenue of conversation. “I came here to save the Lammas Lands as best I could, Lord Tregannon, and the task is not yet finished. The land is wounded, and the people too. There is much to do and I must be strong to achieve it. If I need rest, I will take it, but after that we must work for the good of the lands, Lammas and Gathandria and the rest, before it is too late for any of us to recover.”


    “Bah!” Ralph made a dismissive gesture, almost knocking the empty water-beaker out of Simon’s grasp. “So you say, and how easy it is for you to talk of such matters! It is a miracle even that you are alive, and the powers you possess have surpassed all our knowledge and legends. Who knows what you might do after this? Neither do you need to remind me of the crimes I have committed, though it seems you have forgotten your part in them also, Simon the Scribe. You have moreover forgotten one essential fact about Lammas. It is I who am the Lord of it, not you, and when you arrive here with your miracles and your plans, know this: I will not be seduced by them. Not this time. This time, I will make my own decisions for the good of my people and not be swayed by the desires and unknown mission of another. Yes, we must work together, Simon. I am not a fool, though I have been one in the past. But any decisions taken here will be mine and mine alone. So tell this to your mind-cane and live with it.”


    With that, while Simon was still struggling for words to respond, Ralph turned in a swirl of threadbare, once noble, cloak, stalked out of the room and was gone.


    The conversation had not gone as he’d anticipated. All the mind-power in the world could not easily handle Lord Tregannon. In his hand, the cane bucked, as if objecting to his thought, but the Lost One clasped it harder and the trembling subsided. He had not intended with his plans, spoken aloud for the first time, to rile the Lammas Lord, but perhaps Ralph was unused to him being in any way a decision-maker; he had not been so when they were together. Still, all things were new from this day-cycle onwards, and each of them would have to learn to bear it. While he recovered from death, he needed to think what the gods and stars would wish to happen next and how he could bring that about.


    The Lammas snows would be over soon, as they never lasted more than a four-week cycle before turning to rains and winds which made men and women shiver in spite of the warmest of fires and the thickest of cloaks. That said, the winds had come from the mountain and now the mountain no longer existed, perhaps nature too would be different, he could not tell. Not all the wisdom of the mind-cane or the Tregannon emeralds had yet revealed that to him, if they ever would. He closed his eyes briefly at the memory of the mountain folk and their solidity which had in the end availed them nothing, before turning his thoughts to other possible projects.


    The people needed to eat and, from the look of them and Jemelda’s kitchen, food was scarcer than he’d anticipated. Simon imagined the consequences of the mind-war had been to blight the winter crops and perhaps to destroy the fields completely. They needed to replant the crops but this had never been attempted after the winter snows as the land had been too waterlogged for any seed to take. Somehow they needed to make it dry but Simon was no farmer. He was a scribe and a runaway who could live off the land, yes, but he had never needed to plant what he took. Until he met Ralph, there had never been time and after that, well after that he had taken part in the feasting and provisions owed to the Lammas Lord from his villagers.


    Farming was a skill he needed to learn, and quickly. If Ralph wished, as was his right, to be the final decision-maker, then he too would need to learn those talents, and Lord Tregannon had always been a soldier first and foremost. It was why he fought Simon, but he would need to understand the old ways were gone, and something entirely new was taking place.


    If only the Lost One himself understood what this might be, then the Lammas people and the surrounding countries might yet live to the full. The mind-cane hummed and Simon felt a sudden warmth flowing over his skin. Perhaps the cane wished to give him some kind of knowledge? By the stars, he needed it, so he closed his eyes and tried, in spite of his exhaustion, to concentrate on the artefact and its wisdom, and to open his mind to its truths.


    Nothing. Only a sense of blankness and a strange silence, perhaps a warning he couldn’t quite grasp. He needed to rest again, in order to regain his energies, and then he would be able to fulfil the purposes he’d returned to the land to perform. The cane’s humming ceased and Simon faded to sleep. The last question he had before he succumbed to exhaustion was what he should do about his father.


    


    Ralph


    


    So far he has behaved neither with hospitality to his former scribe nor with honour and it has therefore not been an auspicious beginning to this strange new world, and the possibility of hope. There is something about Simon which disturbs him deeply and he is unable to keep reason at the forefront of his dealings with him. By his father’s blood, the man has died and been brought to life again for the sake of the Lammas Lands, and Ralph has only argued with him and tried to assert his own authority when the words he meant to speak should have been those of gratitude and thanks. He is by all the stars a fool.


    So he swears under his breath in his mother’s tongue as he strides along the hallways towards the newly fragile stairs but, as he reaches them, something snags at his thought and he turns back. For a heartbeat he wonders if it is the scribe, whose powers have always been beyond his mind-strength, but no it is not, as he senses no other presence within him but his own. Still, something is different or has become so in his angry retreat from his bedroom, and he wrinkles his nose in order to pinpoint it again.


    He stares at the window onto the courtyard which has been cracked and useless in keeping out the winds since the war began. At first he sees no change but then he reaches out and touches the edges of the stonework holding what is left of the glass in place. It is this that has changed. Instead of the uneven surface pocked by destruction, the blight that has affected almost all of his once-loved home, Ralph sees the smoothness of the stone as it meets the glass. Earlier it was not like this, he can swear it, but as the light sinks over the ravaged woods, he knows it is changed. The stonework is somehow mending itself, but how can that be possible without the hard work of servants he no longer has, or without the direct power of the mind-cane?


    It is a mystery, one he is determined to solve, and the magic of which he is equally determined to learn, not only for this castle but for the shattered homes of his villagers. The problem is persuading the remaining Lammassers to accept that help.


    Neither is that the only matter to be concerned about; Jemelda has left him as she should no doubt have done many week-cycles ago, but her leaving has become rebellion. If Ralph knows his cook, and in some respects he believes he does, she will not let the Lost One live if she can help it. She and her band of would-be soldiers will fight as best they can, not in the manner which he has been taught and is well-practised in, but in secret and in the dark, where all matter of evil lie. This is the fruit of the treachery of the mind-executioner and also his own: civil rebellion and despair. Soon there will be war again and it will not come from their enemies but from those they have counted as their closest allies. He must work to change it.


    He abandons his contemplation of the renewed castle stone and turns on his heel towards the stair. There is much to do and he must start at once. For the war and its shadow is not yet over.

  


  
    

    Sixth Gathandrian Interlude


    


    Annyeke


    


    This morning wasn’t going well. Annyeke could see it perfectly clearly without the need to glean anything from a mind-read or even ask a passing Gathandrian. It was the day after she’d returned from her unexpected adventure in Lammas and she was still trying to come to terms with Simon’s death and strange rebirth. Not to mention the hatred and potential rebellion of some of the villagers, and the concerns whether Lord Tregannon could in fact take charge again and in a good way, rather than a bad one. Any questions about the Chair Maker, she was determined to leave until later, when she might feel better able to deal with him. By the gods and stars, the troubles of a First Elder were greater than she had expected but she was proud of who she was, and come what might, she would never let any of her troubles defeat her if she could help it.


    So she watched as the people struggled to rebuild the great library. This was not the first attempt at recreating the city she had witnessed since rising one hour-cycle ago, but it was the one most fraught with difficulty. Other buildings seemed to be less complex as in, for instance, the glass-makers’ and wine merchants’ areas of Gathandria, where many people, men and women alike, worked together to build up stone on stone and reframe the windows of the houses which had been destroyed. Even a few streets away, the Council of Meeting looked a little more like the glory of its former self. But it would take time, a lot of time, and they must learn to live with the consequences of being not quite what they had once been. Such were the lessons the war and the betrayal of the elders had taught them.


    However, here at the Library, the very heart of their life, nothing seemed to be working. Annyeke watched as several men, grunting and bending under the weight, lifted one of the largest of the nearby stones into place. They were trying to rebuild the western wall. She continued to watch as the men paused to settle the stone, the colours of their mind-link a contrast in mauve, and then step away. The link between them drifted darker, almost black, before a sudden flash of crimson splintered the calmness and the stone fell with a great crash.


    The mind-link disappeared, and Annyeke caught the whisper of their curses before they recalled who was watching them.


    “Forgive us, First Elder,” the oldest man spoke, his long grey hair flowing back over his shoulders, the sign of a theatrical. “We do not intend to insult the gods but we have been working here for two hour-cycles now and nothing we do is successful.”


    “Yes,” a younger man thrust forward, a frown creasing his forehead. “We are not fools in our trade. My father was a master-builder and Aleff here used to make running repairs to his stage-house regularly. But the stones themselves fight us and will not be released into their places. Are there more battles to come? Is that why the Great Library protects itself, or is it because the elders have returned and the land rises up against them?”


    At his last remarks, the young man spat onto the earth, his saliva forming a globule of silver against the dark soil. It sparkled where the sunlight met it. Annyeke blinked.


    “Hush your words,” the man called Aleff hissed, glancing once at Annyeke. “Such rebellion is no use to us.”


    No, Annyeke thought, it was not, but in Lammas Jemelda and those who cleaved to her had chosen that way. There was much to face, but she hoped it would not be as the young man feared.


    “What is your name?” she asked him.


    He paused before answering and wiped his hand across his mouth.


    “Tiraq,” he answered at last. “My name is Tiraq.”


    Annyeke stepped forward until there were only inches between them. “That is a good name. In attempting to rebuild the land we love and that of the neighbours under our protection, we will need strength of hand and openness. We also need the courage to say when things are wrong so we do not waste time. This includes the courage to confront the past and to understand our bitterness. It took courage for our disgraced elders to return to us once we knew what they had done as they could easily have run for safety and never felt the good Gathandrian earth beneath their feet again. We have to work together, Tiraq, or find a way to do so or … or our house can never be built again. Do you understand?”


    She had struggled to find the image she wanted to show him how important this act of renewal was for all of them. In the end it didn’t have quite the drama she’d hoped for, but the truth was there, which was the most important thing, and it seemed to convince the young man. The green mind-aura around him lost something of its darkness and he nodded. It was a step forward, of sorts.


    “Good,” she said. “Please believe me I will never, as long as I remain First Elder here, try to stop the voice of dissent. We need it so we don’t fall into error again, but the most important thing I see today is how the Library is fighting our efforts. Tell me, has this been the case all the while you’ve been gathering stone, or have you had moments of success?”


    Annyeke addressed this to the whole group and it was their leader, Aleff, who answered.


    “We have not been trying for long,” he said quietly and with an unexpected bow. “Only since yesterday-cycle, but it is as you see, First Elder. If it continues, the task will never be done.”


    “Then we must turn your skills and time to another task,” she replied. “I have no answer for this difficulty yet, but there are many who will need your help. You are a man of the theatre, Aleff, and in my wanderings this day-cycle and in the thought-colours in the air, I see not many have turned their attentions to that part of our city. Perhaps there is where you will be must useful.”


    The older man snorted. “After the war there is no time for theatre or indeed art. We must rebuild what is most essential to us. The Library is part of our life.”


    “Yes, it is,” Annyeke agreed, “but life is not only found in survival and responsibility. Enjoyment is also part of being Gathandrian, and I have no wish to lose it.”


    Aleff paused and Tiraq opened his mouth to add something, but Aleff shushed him. After another few moments, he nodded at Annyeke. “There might be some wisdom in what you say; perhaps the war has undone us more thoroughly than we imagined. I will do as you ask, First Elder. We need to remember what it is to live as well as what it is to survive.”


    “Good,” she said. “And thank you. While you do that, let me worry about what the Library might want. Such is my task, I believe.”


    After the men had gone, Annyeke spent several moments bringing her thoughts in line with the emptiness and, yes, silence she sensed in the Library. The stories they had gathered just before the battle in which she killed the mind-executioner were no longer there as she and the people had taken them into the unused rooms of the Council buildings. Annyeke had no clear idea what would happen to the colours and textures of the ancient Gathandrian tales if they remained exposed to the elements, but she did not wish to be the first leader to find out. Best to be cautious. However, without the stories, the life of the Library lay more quietly within its shattered portals and it was harder to sense its purpose. Perhaps this was the reason the workmen could not succeed in layering the stones upon each other again, and perhaps only the old tales could bind its walls together once more. No, she could not regret her decision to move and try to protect them as she was working with the unknown and so she had only done what she had thought best. If the stories needed to be returned, then it would be later, when the people’s minds were calmer, not now when the horrors of death were fresh in their memories. But, this day-cycle, Annyeke needed to align herself with the Library’s silence, allow it to connect with her also. So she walked slowly, pausing often, between the broken stones and grasses, reaching out with her thoughts to see if the once great building and its soul waited anywhere for her touch.


    For a long time-cycle, she sensed nothing, and she was ready to move on to where she might be more needed, when something in the grasses at her feet shifted. A faint colour, barely seen, almost nothing more than a shadow of some small creature. But her mind was alert and she knew it for what it was: a soft voice, waiting. From instinct she wanted to fling her thoughts after it, catch it before it could fade away, but something told her such an act would be worse than useless.


    Instead she sat down, as slowly and quietly as she could. In the distance she could hear people talking, some shouts, a short burst of laughter. Beyond that the whisper of the breeze and the open sky, dotted with clouds. Snow had fallen last night, but none this morning, and she knew soon the harshest of the winter would be over, although the chill and iron-hard earth would remain. The weather would hold them back in their intentions but it would not stop them; people needed to be sheltered and fed, and they needed to learn how to live again. That was what she was here to do, Annyeke swore it.


    She closed her eyes and brought back her thoughts to herself, giving her mind enough space so any voice close to where she sat might feel her willingness to hear. There were more things in Gathandria, as the tales themselves said, than could be imagined in the stars.


    What do you want? she asked, but holding back the power of her mind so it did not destroy whatever she might have glimpsed.


    Nothing. No voice of a story they might have missed or even a breath of the Library Spirit; that she would have given much to listen to. Then, out of nowhere, one word: Turn.


    She obeyed and saw a glimmer of green in the place of shadow. It was like a voice, yet not so. Its own equivalent of a voice. The shimmering green grew suddenly darker, flashed once and was gone, leaving behind it an impression of silver. Annyeke pursed her lips. Whatever it was, it had gone and she didn’t know if it would return, or even reveal itself in this way again.


    Its silence worried her, more than she wanted to admit, because it was as if there was some other force stopping the colour and sound from reaching out to her. Only one legend had the power to do that, but it could not possibly be so. Such an act was far too dangerous, and nobody would dare it. Not even the mind-executioner had tried. Still, the faint green echo had communicated, she sensed it, though its sound was in colour. She must therefore be mistaken in her fears and she would not be so foolhardy as to name them. All she had to do was interpret it, and oh the wisdom she might need for that. The shades of green reminded her of the Tregannon emeralds, and the silver the shape of the mind-cane’s carving. Yes, she could see it, but what did it actually mean? Should the emeralds be here? The mind-cane too? Now her head fizzed with questions when what she really needed was space to think and let the answers come …


    Annyeke became aware of her young charge mere moments before he raced up to her, panting, his hair sticking out as if she had not that very morning combed it.


    “Talus?” she scrambled to her feet. “What is it? Are you well? Is it Johan?”


    He shook his head. “No, we are unharmed. But you must come. It is the elders.”


    Talus turned and ran, through the library and out across the park, heading for the Square of Meeting. Annyeke followed him, picking up her skirts and running like a young girl with no fears as to what people might think. By the gods, she was First Elder and, if the role had any privileges, they surely must include the ability to run without bringing down judgement upon herself. She hoped so anyway. Besides, if judgement was to fall upon her, it would be for something far grander than her social behaviour which had never been first-class to begin with.


    By the time she and Talus arrived at the Meeting Square, Annyeke was almost laughing with the excitement of it. But the picture that greeted her set all amusement aside and she became sober at once. The elders were sitting in a circle in the middle of the square, praying. She could see the colours humming between them: lilac, the softest green and earth-brown, with the occasional flash of silver which they called the blessings of the gods. That wasn’t the issue at stake, for which Talus had run and fetched her. No, the problem was the Gathandrians, huddled in groups surrounding the praying elders. The colours dancing in fiery ribbons from the people were more dangerous, a savage threat on this cool morning-cycle. The anger almost drove her back, but Annyeke had tackled worse situations than this, so she stepped forward, ignoring the elders. This in itself would be an insult to them.


    “What’s going on?” she demanded from the nearest Gathandrian. “Tell me, by the gods above us.”


    The ritualistic question and the fact she’d asked him and not the elders startled the man, whose fists were clenched and eyes wide. Some of the darkness around him faded.


    “They do not help us, First Elder,” he muttered eyes downcast as a young woman slipped to his side and grasped his arm. “They only pray while we work to repair our homes and livelihoods. They do not follow the commands you gave yesterday, so what is the use of them to us? They should leave and not come back. In fact, we will make them leave ourselves.”


    With that, he lunged forward and gripped the closest praying elder. It was the Chair Maker, but a flash of crimson from his mouth made the rebellious Gathandrian cry out and stagger away. It was the catalyst for the rest of the murmuring people, but Annyeke got there first. She leapt over the head of the Maker of Gardens, who at least had the sense to duck, to land in the middle of the circle. At once the prayer link was broken and the elders too cried out, but once more Annyeke ignored them.


    “Stop!” she yelled in a voice that brooked no disagreement. “Listen to me before you fight again.”


    For a vital moment, the people paused in their advance and anger, and Annyeke could sense their determination to thrust out the elders from amongst them vying with their acknowledgement of the leadership granted to her. A delicate balance and she forced her way into it, but not in the manner they expected.


    “You,” she said, her gaze taking in all four of the elders as they stood up, trembling from the exertions of prayer. “You have let me down and betrayed the people’s trust today. I asked you to work with the dwellers of Gathandria and you have not done as I commanded you. Tell me: what reasons do you have for such disobedience?”


    The elders gazed back at her and she could feel the wild swirl of their confusion almost threatening to drown her. She shook it off and stood firm.


    “Tell me,” she said again, “by the gods and stars.”


    Such a command was unheard of in Gathandria. No-one had ever questioned the elders in this fashion and certainly no-one had confronted them in the middle of a near-violent disagreement; it would have been assumed the other party, whoever they might be, was the one at fault. By turning to the elders first, Annyeke had showed how she judged their actions, rather than those of the Gathandrian workers, as carrying the greatest wrong. It was an insult to the city’s traditions, and she waited, not entirely patiently, to see what their response would be, whilst around her flowed the tangible support of her people.


    Into this strange stand-off, a man walked quietly through the throng to stand beside her. She did not glance at him, but kept her eyes fixed on the Chair Maker, although she willingly eased her fingers through Johan’s when his hand touched hers. Being partnered might have benefits even she had not yet supposed.


    “It might be wisest to answer the First Elder,” Johan spoke, his voice no more than a whisper but his meaning and mind-voice clear to all. “Or we are in danger of catching a chill on this winter morning.”


    The Chair Maker nodded and gestured for the other three elders to join him. The distinct groups, the elders, the people, and Johan, Talus and Annyeke, must have made an odd sight in the Place of Meeting, but everything was different now, so they would have to learn to be different also. Annyeke let go of Johan’s hand and took the few steps to stand directly in front of the elders.


    “Speak then,” she said, “as I have commanded it.”


    The Chair Maker stepped forward and looked down at Annyeke. Not for the first time, she cursed her small stature. His round face looked as serious as she had ever seen it.


    “We are elders,” he said. “No matter what crimes we have committed and which we came here to seek forgiveness for, we are still the people appointed to act as a bridge between Gathandrians and the Great Spirit. We may work as you have commanded us to do, First Elder, and we will do so but we must also pray. It is our most ancient priority and our great commission.”


    Annyeke had little argument with that, in the old world before the war. But this was the new world, after the war, and all the ancient priorities and great commissions in the lands would have to find a new place. However, there was wisdom in the Chair Maker’s words and she would use it.


    “Yes,” she said. “You speak the truth, but your vision is too narrow. We must all work as you have said but we must also all pray. Not only you and me, as the elders, but the people with us, men and women and children too. Only then shall the Spirit of Gathandria be pleased to bless our efforts.”


    Such an act had, she knew it, never been suggested in all their legends or days. When praying, the elders prayed alone or amongst themselves and they never mixed with the people. The stories and tradition said those whom the Spirit and the people had chosen must cleanse their minds apart from others. If anyone saw an elder engaged in prayer in public then they would always leave them alone, although in latter year-cycles this sight had become increasingly rare. Annyeke knew the elders had expected the men and women around them to leave when they formed the prayer-link. It was the people who had understood first how things had changed, at the heart.


    She stepped away from the Chair Maker, ignoring the way the colours of his mind sparked and trembled at her words, and gestured to the people. Perhaps her plan would put to rest her fears about the old legends and cancel out any remaining darkness there might be in the land or its rulers. Her actions would at least satisfy herself.


    “Now, the new way of our city really begins,” she cried out, making what she said pulsate in her thoughts too so everyone in the city could hear, not simply those in the Square of Meeting. “It is time for us to link our meditations together, not to keep them apart. So let us pray as one people, not as a divided world.”


    No more speeches now. Annyeke put her feet where her mind was and, reaching out, touched the hand of the Gathandrian next to her. It was not Johan but the young man on the other side who had first answered her questions upon arrival. After a small hesitation, he took her hand in his and then in turn touched the woman next to him. She was his chosen one, Annyeke had known it but now the mind-link deepened and sang with the strength of the love they held together. It reminded her of Johan and how, even in the midst of the changes and difficulties they faced, he was a gift to be grateful for. She could sense him walking towards her, preparing to take his place in this new way of being she had instigated, but she understood the elders as well as the Gathandrian people must prove willing.


    Annyeke smiled and shook her head at Johan and he stopped at once, catching her intent. She stretched out her free hand to the Chair Maker who blinked at her.


    “Come,” she said quietly. “Start this new world with us.”


    For a long moment nothing and she could almost hear the year-cycles of tradition and place battling for supremacy in his mind and in the minds of his fellow-elders too. Her elders, by all the stars. How some wars were fiercest when they were not physical ones, and the hardest won too.


    Then the Chair Maker was beside her, solid fingers touching her arm and sliding, slow and uncertain, up to her shoulder. She nodded, braced herself for his confusion and took the brunt of it, dark and wild and strange in her mind. She could glimpse nothing else underneath it, however, and this gave her new heart. It was what being First Elder truly meant: leading her people into new pathways; taking their pain and hope. By the gods, she was ready for it, longed for it even, for the sake of their great city and for those lands under their care.


    One by one those in the Meeting Place joined their circle, Johan next to the Chair Maker and then another Gathandrian beyond him. Annyeke took the power of the mind-links being formed as best she could and held them in her thoughts, acting as a barrier and a safeguard. Not everyone with them joined her and there were many further away in the city and beyond who could not, but she hoped the strength of their connection would reach them all, and the great Spirit of Gathandria who watched over everything would, by their action here, be minded to heed them.


    That was what Annyeke hoped for, and she knew her hope was sound. But the next moment, just as the circle of the willing closed hands and the link became complete, crimson fire ripped through her mind from nowhere and she heard the screams of the people in the day’s harsh truth. She fell, all connection shattered, and her thoughts crying out for release from the flames. She could understand neither where the fire had come from nor where it might go, as her entire world was at that moment comprised of nothing but desert and cruelty, baking heat and fear. Just as it had been that day in her home when the library was lost and the last battle began. She thought she might die, but not as the Lost One had done, to be reborn, as she was not so blessed, but then something else resonated deep within as the fire – greatest of miracles – left her: the memory, the reality of someone who should have been dead but who was somehow all too much alive. Her worst fears were shockingly realised: Iffenia, the Chair Maker’s wife, she who had betrayed them during the battle, was somehow here, in the midst of them. And, with Iffenia, the darkest legend of all Gathandria: the legend of blood and silence held in the Book of Blood which Annyeke had hoped never to see in her lifetime, but which she had felt in her earlier encounters with the Chair Maker, and most powerfully of all at the library. She had not wanted to admit it to herself then, but she had no choice now.


    May all the gods help them, but this changed everything.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Ten: Secret Betrayals


    


    Jemelda


    


    She waited till nightfall in the cave. Images of silence and blood tugged at her mind and, at each small encounter, she gave in to the thrill and dance of them. Still she wondered if someone from the castle would come looking for them to try to persuade them to return. She wondered if it would be Frankel. Either that or they would come to fight them, but she didn’t believe they would do so, not yet. They would ask for peace, but she would never be ready for that, not while the murderer lived.


    When the fox-star had risen in its everlasting pursuit of the star of the owl, Jemelda knew it was time. Gently she woke those amongst them who were sleeping: Corannan, one of the women weavers and the boy. The rest were wakeful, as she was, and she could see the glint in Thomas’s eyes by the faint moonlight lining the cave entrance.


    “We must go,” she said. “It is time.”


    They already knew what she intended to do this night-cycle. Most had agreed with it at first, Thomas being the most enthusiastic as she had expected him to be as his motives too were based on revenge. Others had not been so willing and it had taken some time to persuade the women. The boy had remained silent, but had nodded when Jemelda had asked him if he would come with them. She would try to keep a watch on him if she could, to keep him out of harm, but she would need his skills. You had to crush seeds to bake bread and risks had to be taken.


    They slipped out of the cave’s safety, with Jemelda in front. Immediately behind her came Thomas and then the boy, and the rest of them found their places as they might. They carried with them no fire-torches but, in any case, the moonlight was enough. All of them knew these woods and a group such as they should keep any hungry wolves at a distance.


    Jemelda made her way down the incline, picking a path between rocks until she reached level ground and felt the softness of earth and grasses beneath her feet. They didn’t have to hurry as the night would be dark for some while yet. Still she wanted to finish her new mission as soon as it had begun; she was exactly the same when it came to cooking. Once she had decided upon the recipe or the menu for the day-cycle, she was reluctant to rest until she had completed it. It had always been so. She would simply have to bring that determination with her tonight.


    They kept to the edge of the woods as they walked towards the village, close enough to the shadows to avoid being seen by any Lammasser cleaving to Lord Tregannon but not too close that the wolves might be encouraged to attack. It had stopped snowing and soon the weather would turn to a milder winter’s end but Jemelda couldn’t help wishing she’d brought her thickest cloak with her. The one in which she had walked away from the castle was too thin for the night, but others in her group must be suffering too, and the younger of the farming wives wore a cloak you could have seen sunlight through.


    On their journey past the woods, they met no-one, but only heard the customary sounds of the night-cycle: the hunting cry of a female oak-owl; the rustle of small nameless creatures in the undergrowth; the distant howling of a wolf. The latter made them stop and huddle together before the realisation the animal was still some distance off and was unlikely to be tracking them. Above, the sky was pierced with stars, and Jemelda had to blink away unaccountable tears at such beauty. Soon, once the scribe was dead, their land and their people would echo such wonder on the earth again.


    Finally, after what seemed the length of two autumnal stories although Jemelda could not tell for sure, the small group reached the outskirts of the village. Even though the night shrouded all things, she could see the jagged shapes and shadows which made up the now ruined homes, the trading areas and, nearest to her, the ancient well.


    “You know what you have to do, each of you,” she turned and whispered to her would-be rebel force. “When you have done it, meet me at the other side of the village in a summer story’s length and then we will go to the fields. Remember: do not hesitate or falter in your purpose as the survival of our land depends on you.”


    They slipped away, hazy figures disappearing into darkness. Jemelda felt the stuttered beat of her heart and hoped to all the gods and stars they would be well; these people were the only army she had. As their leader, she had allotted herself the most difficult task and she knew she must do it quickly, before her courage failed her. Her determination never would. So she slipped along in the shadows of the destroyed houses, hearing the faint movements around and within them, some from her people and others she imagined from those who had stayed.


    Soon she reached the other side of the village and looked up to see the familiar and imposing shape of the castle framing a deeper shadow against the night sky. She had once called it home, but now it was the home of her enemy. Here was the most dangerous part of her journey and the reason she had chosen not to send anyone else but herself: the path from the village to the castle was bereft of places to hide, especially in winter, and even though she knew she was being foolish, anyone who chose to gaze out of any of the windows could very well mark her arrival. Yes, it was night and the darkness would itself be a shield but who was to say what the murderer’s mind-cane could do? Perhaps the murderer knew even now the nature of her plans and hopes. She shivered and, head down, began to walk. Then let him.


    Halfway there, she heard a noise and crouched down at the side of the pathway, stopping the cry which came to her lips. Blinking fast, she tried to adjust her eyes to the low light and see what it was that had disturbed her. If it was a wolf, then she would need to run although it would be impossible to escape, but if a man or woman then perhaps they had not yet seen her. For a long moment, the silence flowed around her, with not even an owl’s cry to break the spell. But then it came again, a shuffling sound followed by a harsh intake of breath. Lammasser then, not wolf. Jemelda crouched lower, and strained her eyes again in the direction of the noise. At first she continued to see nothing, only hear, but then suddenly as if it had always been there but she hadn’t had the wit to mark it, the shape of a man, stooped over, came into view.


    From the way he was walking, she knew he was old, his grey beard glowing a paler shade in the moonlight as he slowly passed her. Something about him seemed familiar, but she couldn’t place it, the memory slipping from her head as she struggled to remain silent. When he was directly alongside her on the path, he standing and she as close to the earth as she could get, he paused, sighed and looked directly at her. For a heartbeat or two of madness, Jemelda was set to run, away from the old man and perhaps even further than that, away from the village and the fields, her army and the task she had set herself. How she longed for Frankel. Then the feeling vanished and she stared right back at the traveller, daring him to accost her.


    An owl screeched a hunting cry above them, and the shadow of wings flashed over their heads before disappearing into the dark. The old man sighed and shook his head, as if he had judged her and found her wanting. When in fact what she was doing was the bravest act of all. He was nothing but a fool and she despised his cowardice, and his age also though it could not be far from her own.


    Standing at last, she took a step towards him and she thought he flinched but it might have been a cloud across the moon. She would act the leader, no matter what.


    “So,” she said, her voice cutting through the blanket of the night which stood between them, “are you one who will fight with us to save Lammas or are you a traitor who stays with our old Lord and his murderous scribe? This is your time to decide.”


    The old man did not answer. He merely continued to stare at her as if he was seeing something else entirely. The force of it made her want to step back but she stopped herself. Then he turned away as if she were utterly unimportant to him and recommenced his slow shuffling walk away from the castle and towards the village.


    Part of her wanted to pull him back and make him choose, no matter what, but there was no sense in it; she had to redeem the time-cycle she had wasted as soon her people would be waiting for her at the edge of the houses where she had asked them to be. Her task was still to complete. The old man could wait and in any case if he spoke of what he had seen he looked foolish and fond enough that no-one left would believe him.


    Jemelda ran the rest of the way, the strange encounter still pulsating in her bones. She knew him, but she did not know him. It was a strange night for them all. At the castle stream, she stopped her maddened flight and waded across as quietly as she could. She felt hot even in this winter-cycle night, and her blood was pounding in her head. Here was where her faithless husband dwelt, and here were the supplies she needed to steal for her mission: a terrible contradiction. Above all, she hoped Frankel would be sleeping peacefully and would never realise she was there.


    At the kitchen, she lifted the curtain and entered, her senses on the alert for any movement. She and Frankel were accustomed to sleep in a small room next to the kitchen, but her husband was a light sleeper and she would need to be careful. Once the curtain fell back behind her, the moonlight was lost, so she waited a few moments for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. Not that she didn’t know every span of her own domain as she had left it, but she could not guarantee Frankel would not have moved something in her absence.


    When she was ready, she made her way as quietly as she could around the great table and towards the firewood store at the far side of the room. A few small branches were all she would need, along with the fire-oil which would make the flame spark more quickly. They wouldn’t have a story-full of time. Once on her knees and scrabbling amongst the wood, she thought there were fewer branches than there should be but then again they would have had to heat water to salve the murderer’s wounds. She wondered where he was and if she might indeed finish the task she had begun in a different way. But if death wouldn’t hold the scribe, and he had the power of the mind-cane with him, what would be the point? No, she’d been right in her original plans and she would keep to them. Besides, within the castle and after the law of their land had had its way and been found wanting, he would be well protected and her time was not yet.


    She gathered what she could, all the time listening out for any stirrings from the bed-chamber. When she had enough branches, she took three pots of fire-oil and tied them to her belt, making sure the stoppers were fully in place. Then she turned to make her way to freedom again, but this time something stopped her. She couldn’t bear to be so near her husband, no matter his betrayal of her cause, without at least glimpsing him again. They had been joined for so long. Taking a breath, she laid her burdens on the table, making sure she could gather them together again easily, and crept over to the sleep-chamber. For a moment she listened and caught the sound of quiet breathing. Frankel was safely asleep. She edged the thin curtain aside and blinked until she could see the blurred shape of him in the dark. He was lying in his usual position: on his back with one gnarled arm flung out to one side, his head turned towards it, away from her. With all her heart, Jemelda wished it was possible to step forward, remove her cloak and lie down next to him, safe at his side again. But it could not be so; she had made her choice, and he his, and the two of them must complete the decisions they had made, apart rather than together. How she hated the wars that had brought them to this, and most of all how she hated the scribe. He should never have returned to them, no matter the reasons he might have had, and he would die as soon as she could bring her mission to fulfilment. No other options remained to her: the recipe was written and must be made.


    But this night at this moment compelled her to be still and gaze. She longed to speak to Frankel simply for the joy of hearing his voice in response. It didn’t matter what he might have to say, all the wrongs he would no doubt accuse her of. She wished she could persuade him to change his mind and follow her, to lead her army into the battle they faced, but she knew Frankel of old. She understood his decision, once made, would not be lightly cast aside. If she woke him, he might even call for the Lammas Lord and the villagers who remained, and cast her into the dungeons, as the scribe had once been cast there. She had no wish to become a prisoner and face an unjust judgement. She must go.


    Before she did, she reached out and stroked her husband’s cheek. His skin felt rough with the growth of whiskers and she couldn’t help but smile. Odd how her face felt wet, but she did not try to wipe the wetness away. Some scars were honour-bound to remain, would likely never vanish. Her gesture did not cause Frankel to wake, but she hoped he would remember something of her presence, perhaps in a dream that would last into this coming morning and all the day-cycles beyond it. She wanted it to be something to soothe him in the hard hours ahead.


    Jemelda said goodbye to him in the privacy of her mind and turned to go. A slight sound caused her to turn back again but no, she must have been mistaken as she saw no movement and her husband did not challenge her. She knew if he were truly awake, he could not have helped but speak. Swiftly, she gathered her store of wood, checked the fire-oil bottles remained secure and walked across the kitchen towards the outer curtain. For the sake of her land, she refused to linger any more in this place where she had lived and worked for so long, and instead, lifted the curtain and entered once more into the night. The most dangerous part of the mission was still to come and she would, by all she held true, be ready for it.


    Behind her, if she had but known it, Frankel raised himself from his sleepless bed and gazed after her in utter silence.


    


    Simon


    


    Something woke him in the night, but it wasn’t pain. He’d grown used to a low level of that over the last few hour-cycles and had even managed to sleep now and again, so the Lost One was puzzled when he opened his eyes and stared upwards at the broken ceiling. From instinct he glanced at the cane and saw it glowed faintly in the darkness but it wasn’t moving or trying to attract his attention. It was as if whatever it, and he, had sensed was something it had expected to happen. Simon wished he knew what this was, and he also wished he had not woken from a dream of Ralph he blushed to recall. But it could not be helped; he was still a man. He shook the memory away and gazed more fully at the mind-cane. No, the glow had faded even in such a short space of time and he was the only one awake in this star-forsaken hour.


    He should turn to sleep again and for a few moments he tried to follow his own advice. It did not succeed. So, cursing softly under his breath, he struggled to a sitting position on the pillows Ralph had somehow found for him. The warning, whatever it was, pulsated in his head and he could not gainsay it. Besides, if he was the Lost One and the only one awake, then he needed to know what danger might lurk for them here.


    Getting up took longer than he’d expected. Each stretch of his limbs and even each harsh breath brought him pain. As his foot finally touched the stone floor, he gasped at the chill and at the sudden burst of crimson flooding his thoughts, and the sound must have woken the mind-cane, if sleep was familiar to it, as the next breath found the artefact trembling at his right hand. Simon ignored it, unsure if any other movement might whirl him to an inner darkness, and instead placed both hands, palm down, on his knees.


    I need to get to the window, were the thoughts that sprang from his mind, and he knew the cane understood them, I need to see what’s out there but in a moment or two when I am stronger.


    You are strong now, were the words that returned to him, framed in silver and black.


    So you say, but you do not have flesh and blood as I do.


    The cane hummed briefly, and Simon almost smiled to hear the note of disapproval in its song. He gave himself another few breaths to recover and only then eased his fingers round the cane’s silver carving.


    Come then, I can bear your help now.


    Standing upright made him dizzy and he found he needed the mind-cane for its practical support for the first time he could remember. Still its shape in his palm warmed his skin and he could feel the flashes of green and blue sparking between them. His heart beat faster and he couldn’t help but wonder at how natural the cane felt to him now, and in spite of the pain that still dogged him.


    He took a breath and began to walk, or rather hobble, towards the window. No doubt by the time he arrived there whatever it was which had awoken him would have vanished, but he felt no sense of urgency. In fact he felt he had all the time in the lands to do whatever he wished. Would that were true, even for a heartbeat. At the window, the cold night air stirred his borrowed undershirt and he shivered. He had not thought to reach for a cloak, even if one were to hand.


    He steadied himself on the broken frame, managing to avoid the worst of the jagged stonework, and gazed outside. Clouds covered most of their stars but the moon was full and cast an eerie and shadowy light over the courtyard. He could see nothing so perhaps he had been wrong and he should have hurried to look outwards. No matter, what was done was done and he was nothing but a fool. He sighed and was about to make the journey back to the bed when the mind-cane twitched and a flare of heat flashed upwards through his arm.


    He turned back and gazed outside, blinking. For another moment or two, he saw nothing. Then a shadowy figure came round the castle corner and began to hurry across the courtyard in front of him, every now and then looking back as if in fear of pursuit. He debated whether to call out, bring their presence here out into the open as surely whoever it was could not be here for any legitimate reason. The Lammassers rarely travelled at night as it was too dangerous, or had been before and during the wars.


    However, he himself had been an interloper once, so what right did he have to call attention to another? But he needed to know who it was, come what may. He leant further out of the window but still could not see enough, only that it was a woman and she was carrying something in her arms. By now she was nearly at the stream and then his chance would have gone, and something in his mind and the way the cane was flooding its warmth through him told him more than anything how important this might be.


    At the last moment, before she disappeared from view, white feathers swept across the moon and dazzled the water where the unknown woman was poised to cross. The snow-raven flew onwards but as the woman glanced up, Simon could clearly see it was Jemelda, and then a few heartbeats later she was gone.


    The only reason she could be here was to work against them, that much he was sure of and that much he had already understood from his brief brush with Ralph’s mind. It had been easy, being as it was at the forefront of the Lammas Lord’s thoughts. The cook must have taken something from the castle back to wherever she and her people were hiding. Unless she’d come to try to persuade Frankel to join her, a mission which had proved unsuccessful, bearing in mind she’d left alone. But no, it was more: she had been carrying something with her and, in any case, the colours flowing round his thought were red and the deepest brown, the shades of purpose and determination, not the shades of plea and defeat.


    She was planning something. He wondered briefly whether to rouse his host to let him know what he had seen but it was the middle of the night and they would be better able to face whatever mission Jemelda was involved with in the morning. He grasped the cane more firmly to make the journey back to the makeshift bed but a further movement at the edge of his eye caught his attention. Someone else was walking slowly across the courtyard. By the time Simon caught sight of him, the figure was already in the middle of the stone flags, and he could see grey beard and a stooped physique. The Lost One swallowed hard and let go of the cane which would have fallen if it had been in any way ordinary but, as it was, the artefact danced across the room sparking a darker fire against the gloom. He let it dance, his mind and eye gripped by the old man still walking across his vision below. His father. He’d known it even before he’d fully understood the old man was there. Odd how their colours of blue and silver were similar, although his were pale and his father’s were dark, and wilder.


    He saw the figure stop, straighten and gaze upwards at his window. It was impossible for anyone to see where he stood trembling so far up, but Simon had the sense his father saw him, nonetheless. His throat constricted and his skin felt cold, colder even than this winter night warranted. He did not want his father to watch him. Simon had not seen him since the day so many year-cycles ago when his mother had been murdered and his father had driven him away. Yes, he knew how, recently, during their long and arduous journey to Gathandria, he had told Johan everything about that day and had walked some way towards forgiveness, of a sort. But it was one thing to forgive in principle and quite another to retain the same generosity when the man who had wronged him was actually here. How he understood this now. There was a wide gap between plans for a book and the actual scribing of it. Nonetheless he did not turn away from his father’s strange perusal but gazed back into the gloom.


    One heartbeat his father was there, and the next he had continued on his slow progression towards the edge of the castle, almost without Simon noticing the change. He should go to bed, get the sleep he needed without this introspection. Tomorrow he would tell Ralph of what he had seen and warn the remaining Lammassers to take care, and he would talk to his father. He was no longer a child. He was the Lost One and he should have courage enough to face personal matters as well as more wide-ranging ones. So should it be.


    


    Jemelda


    


    She was the last one back to the old well and, as she approached, the cook could see her people hiding in the shadows, the women crouching down on the most part with the men keeping a look-out. None of them were speaking, and she couldn’t even hear the faint echo of whispering. They had obeyed her instructions to draw as little attention to themselves as possible. She hoped they had had as much success with the goods she had sent them to steal. Though steal wasn’t the word she was searching for: using what was theirs in truth would be better.


    “Is it done?” she whispered, gazing at them in turn as they parted to let her through. “Do you have what we came for?”


    “Yes,” said Thomas, his voice nothing but a low growl in her ear. “I checked with each of us as we arrived.”


    “Good. Then let us to work,” she said.


    They didn’t take long in arriving at the first of the fields, the one most often used for corn although every fifth year-cycle the men would burn the stubble and re-sow the next season for wheat or oats. Jemelda knew this was the field where the menfolk had been trying most recently to sow the poor seed left to them in the hope there might still be a harvest in the next year-cycle. In the hope that the crops, however poor the yield, might be enough to allow them to live in their homes and to rebuild their lives as best they could. She had hardened her heart to this short-term view and now she was baking a different recipe, something to nourish them all in the end. Because she understood, more than any of those she had taken so long to persuade and who accompanied her this night, that if the hope of food to come was destroyed and in such a way so none could be in doubt of it, then the people would be forced to forage in the woods and wilder meadows. Even perhaps towards the once-majestic mountain. It was war, and this was the only way she knew how to fight it, seeing as she and her people would never be soldiers, though she would do her utmost to ensure that no innocent person died for this. So she would find the scribe and his allies when they fled to search for nourishment. She would find them and she would kill them. Away from the village and perhaps parted from the bird and the cane, the murderer’s power would be weakened and she would kill him. If some of her own people were marked by the gods for death, she would have to accept that also. Then, when the threat to them all was finally destroyed, they would leave and make another home for themselves elsewhere. Away from the cruelty of memory.


    Now her people gathered round her. This close she could see they had enough supplies.


    She nodded. “Let us begin.”


    Between them it took less than the length of a summer story, perhaps even one for the children, to cover most of the field with wood, ashes and scraps of cloth. It was astounding how much of use could be found in a village devastated by war. When this was done, Jemelda scattered the fire-oil across the wintry ground, all the while praying the ancient song of burning, the song the villagers used to chant on the bitterest night-seasons:


    


    Let the fire-gods and sky-gods unite


    and give us the blessings of fire.


    Then may we burn up what is useless


    and give back the heat to our skin and the sky.


    


    As she began the song, the villagers around her grew quiet to pay their respects to those gods people rarely worshipped in these times, and perhaps also to better hear the words as Jemelda kept her voice low, nothing but a chanted whisper. At the last two lines however, Thomas’ gruff voice joined hers and doubled the blessing. It was fitting because blacksmiths were used to fire. It was their livelihood. Finally she had done as much as she thought was necessary and she laid her hand on Thomas’ shoulder.


    “Make the fire a good one,” she said.


    He made no answer but she thought he might have nodded. Her grip on him tightened for a moment before she let him go and he turned to take the fire-sticks from his belt. She saw him run his hand over them as if communicating in some way with the treated wood, and then she caught the flash of white teeth as he smiled. She thought it might be the first time she’d seen him smile since she’d found him again in the woods.


    The blacksmith spat on his hands and wiped them over the sticks. Then he took the final drop of fire-oil Jemelda had saved for him and brushed it over the wood also. She heard his muttered prayers as he rubbed the fire-sticks together. For a moment or two, she wondered if it would work, but of course it always did. The sparks came quickly and a tiny arrow of flame fell onto the field where it licked its way into a tongue of fire and began to spread along the trail of ashes and wood they had laid for it. Jemelda watched in wonder as the flames progressed. She had only ever used fire herself for baking or keeping warm but to see it used here as an act of destruction made her heart beat faster and her throat tighten. She didn’t know whether that was fear or elation, perhaps both.


    It didn’t take long for the ground and the soil beneath it to begin to burn. In her mind’s vision, Jemelda could almost see the corn seeds and the seeds of spare herbs scattered at the edges of the field turn to nothing but ashes and dust. The fire-oil knew how to sink deep into the earth and destroy everything it met, especially with the power of the prayers Thomas had muttered and the song she had sung.


    As the fire reached its height, the cook swung away and beckoned for her people to follow. The murderer would be dead by the winter-cycle end and that, by all the strange darkness that danced and rolled within her, was her solemn promise.

  


  
    

    Seventh Gathandrian Interlude


    


    Annyeke


    


    She forced herself to stay alert, knowing she must not lose consciousness with the pain of the fire in her mind. The elders were rigid with the same pain; she knew it because of the echo, or rather the blast of it in her thoughts. The people were the same, and in those people the two she cared for most: Johan and Talus.


    As she whispered her husband’s name, she became aware of the grip of his hand on her shoulder where somehow in the midst of the chaos he had found his way to her.


    Thank the gods, she cried out in her mind and felt the mirror-sense of the words in his own. Then, as the horror deepened: Talus?


    With me, Annyeke, Talus is with me.


    At once she wrapped the net of her thoughts, sparse though it was in the heat and fire, around the boy’s mind and found Johan’s mind-net already there. The flames around Talus subsided and she caught the thought-sense of his cry which, under the circumstances, was stronger than she’d hoped. The elders and she had been the centre of the strange attack and, as a child, her charge had been lucky. She hoped the grown Gathandrians could, joined as they were, take care of themselves.


    Was this the work of Iffenia? If it was, then the Book of Blood had certainly helped her. In the middle of the crimson heat, Annyeke saw a flash of emerald. The Lammas jewels. For a heartbeat or two she wondered if someone could be travelling to them through the wild green passageway the emeralds were able to create, but she felt neither movement nor the punch of the borderline between their two countries. No, the green she saw was steadier and more contained. She needed to find out what it was and quickly.


    I can protect Talus for a while, Annyeke. You must discover it.


    She nodded her thanks at him, then making sure the net around the boy maintained its strength, she reached deep within her thoughts for the Lammas mark. It slipped through her fingers like launderer’s soap and she muttered a soft curse she hoped her husband would overlook. With a shake of her head, she tried again and this time caught it. The wisp of green felt as if it were sparkling into her skin, emerald turned to the strangest of water, but in mere moments she’d understood why it was there and what it was telling her. A heartbeat more and the heat was beyond bearing, and she let the light go, watching it vanish to see if it gave up any more of its secrets but it did not.


    She came back to the knowledge of her body and the strong presence of Johan and Talus beside her. Around them the people and even the elders were rather less determined and she knew then, as if for the first time, how much they needed her.


    Help me, she asked her life-partner, the link between them ensuring the privacy of her need. He reached for her at once, understanding without further words what she was after was a hand to support her, rather than a mind from which to gain comfort. She would face the elders and the Gathandrians with her own clear thought as a leader should. What she did not know was how they would respond to the truth she had seen.


    Once upright next to Johan, with Talus gripping her other hand, Annyeke cast her mind-net across the people. The colours of it, blue and gold and winter-white, fizzed for a moment in the air before settling into the Gathandrians’ thoughts. She found the elders – yes, even the Chair Maker – were helping the process and was grateful.


    There is fire in the Lammas Lands, she said. Because of our link with the Lost One, its power has come to us also, but the fire is real. We must face the battle for the sake of the lands we dwell in, both our neighbours’ and our own. We thought we were building peace but peace comes through battle and must always be fought for. This is something we should have learnt by now and we must carry it always in the day-cycles ahead. I will speak with the elders and, if the power we have permits it, I will speak with the Lost One also. The fire-link which has come to us will help me. Then I will come back to you and give you the choice of what you wish our city to do. For now, we must continue to work and pray and build our futures together.


    When she finished speaking, Annyeke glanced at the elders. She understood their surprise and dismay at her words because she had already told the people more than they would have admitted. Well, she had no patience for men who pretended to know everything. She had explained to them how things were very different under her leadership and they would have to grow used to the experience. That was all there was to it.


    Before any of this, however, she would need to speak to the Chair Maker about his wife and, more importantly, about the Book. She needed to find out what, if anything, he really knew.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Eleven: Fire


    


    Ralph


    


    Heat tracks through him and his dreams are nothing but flame. He understands it isn’t real but he is unable to wake and return to the world he knows, or doesn’t know. Damn the scribe for undoing him, but if Simon had died how much worse would it have been. The man is impossible in all his ways.


    In his dream, he sees a figure in front of him. A tall man, facing away, and his cloak is jewelled with emeralds, the same that have proved so powerful and strange in recent days. The man is bearded, a fashion which Ralph despises, but he knows if he turns back to look at him, it would be like gazing in mirrored glass. This man has never turned to him in his dream, not even so much as a glance, and Ralph has always been running to catch him. Odd how in life, when his father was alive, Ralph took pains to ensure their paths rarely crossed, but in his dreams he experiences the opposite need. Simon had something to say about this, once, but Ralph had brushed his words away with a cutting response about the scribe’s own father. That was the trouble with being linked with the mind of another, however poorly: Simon and he understood more about each other than someone not gifted with mind-skills. Ah but it could be a joy too, how he knew it.


    In his sleep, Ralph thinks he cries out and his father begins to disappear, heading off into the distance where the woods and mountain lurk, as if pursuing a path only he can see. Because there is no path, or not one Ralph can ever distinguish, not in all his year-cycles of this dream. As if constrained by the vision itself, he begins to follow his father who makes his way with ease through bracken and gnarled branches that seem to reach for Ralph and hold him back. He is struggling for breath. Always the dream is like this, and always he fails to overtake his quarry.


    This time he sees something different in the dream, and the fact of it gives Ralph a greater determination to win. The sky over the trees is neither black nor the darkest of blues, but a deep and fiery red. Strangely it feels hot though the colours are a long way distant. His father is framed by them. He doesn’t know what it means in relation to the dream but he has to draw closer to it in order to follow his father.


    It’s hopeless. Already his father is gaining ground on him, and Ralph knows the chance to confront him even in this world of fantasy will soon be gone, again. Another flash of red in the sky draws his glance and he sees a spark of fire falling down upon him. Memories of the flames he’d endured on the mind-executioner’s journey jolt him backwards but in the depths of his thought he hears his father’s voice: stand firm when danger strikes. And he does, the warm feeling of loss surprising him. He never liked his father, but he can’t stop thinking about those words, said so often. The words of a soldier.


    So when the fire falls, Ralph reaches upwards to grasp it, experiencing the sensation of dream-heat on his skin, and the sudden knowledge his father is close by, after all, and has never perhaps been far. He opens his mouth to talk to the man, though he can’t yet see him, but the noise he brings forth, half groan and half shout, wakes him and he opens his eyes, gasping and coughing, to see the unfamiliar grey shape of one of his guest-rooms shimmer into place around him.


    The lack of his father is the first thing to pierce him and he curses his own foolishness. The man is dead and vanished from the land, by the stars’ sakes, and there can be no reconciliation until his own time has come, and perhaps even not then depending on which legend he chooses to follow. The second sensation to burst upon him is the fact that the crimson heat remains. It is in his head and on his skin, an echo of ruby where his gaze meets the night. He stumbles upwards, ignoring the now-familiar pain which shoots through his leg, and the window seems a long way distant.


    When he reaches it, he blinks. He sees nothing obviously wrong outside; the night is cold but no more so than he expected, and the courtyard is empty. All he can hear is the occasional wood-owl and, further away but not far enough for his liking, the long cry of a wolf on the hunt. He waits a while longer but then decides he is nothing but a mind-fool driven by childish dreams, and he is about to return to bed and, gods and stars willing, sleep when something deeper snags at the edges of his thought. It is the crimson sky he dreamed of.


    Ralph takes a chill breath and stares into the distance. There is a glowing over the fields beyond the village. His fingers grip the jagged stone at the window frame and he draws in a breath again, sniffing the air like a hound about to be loosed onto a valley-fox. He can smell smoke and knows at once what he is seeing is real, not just an echo of his dream. Though his mind too is fiery-hot and it is as if there is a greater power etching the knowledge of flame into his consciousness.


    He curses and half-runs half-limps to the corridor outside. The fields are burning and he must rouse what people he has left in order to tackle the destruction. This must be Jemelda’s doing and it almost makes him break his stride to imagine what rivers of hatred towards himself and the Lammassers must flow through her blood to bring her to this act of terror.


    By now, the Lammas Lord is clattering down the stairs, hearing the faint woof of his remaining house-dog as it stirs itself in the empty hall. He gathers the cloaks and cloths from the broken table and runs outside. He cannot afford to give in to pain now. He must fight for survival. In the courtyard he yells for Frankel, stumbles across the stonework towards the kitchen where the servant must surely be and pulls aside the curtain.


    The cook’s husband is already standing and clutching a fire-torch in hands which tremble. He is dressed in a thin woollen tunic, and Ralph thrusts one of his own cloaks at him.


    “Come, we must go to the fields. The seeds will be burning,” he snaps but if he thought Frankel would show surprise, he sees none. The servant merely nods and follows him. He will not keep Ralph’s pace, no matter the injured leg, but he will come after him. That much the Lammas Lord does understand.


    Outside, Ralph sees his steward. He has almost forgotten Apolyon and curses himself for his lack of wit. The boy will be useful.


    “The fields are burning,” he says. “We must rouse the village and those few dwelling in the woods beyond to help us if any are left who are minded to do so. Bring the drums with you. You know where they are.”


    He doesn’t wait for any response but makes his way through the water and runs to the village. He ignores the pain. May the stars give him the strength he needs to fulfil this task.


    The path to the village contrives to slow him down, but the sense of urgency drives him on. Behind him, he can hear the boy begin to beat the drum even as he must be running to catch his master, and this obedience is a further encouragement to his speed. Finally he arrives at the old well and yells out his message to any remaining few who might be minded to hear him.


    “Fire in the fields, come out, my people, if any of you remain here, and let us fight it!”


    Above him he glimpses a cloud of whiteness floating over the ruined houses and it takes him a heartbeat or so to understand it is Simon’s snow-raven. The great bird plunges towards the earth and Ralph raises his arms to avoid the attack, but he is not the raven’s quarry. The bird flies past him and he catches the soft warmth of feathers on his fingertips. To his surprise, it carries the colours of Simon’s mind, blue and a hint of gold, and he wonders how much the scribe realises this. No time to ponder the meaning, as the raven attacks the house nearest the well, destroying part of the standing wall and bringing the fragile stones tumbling to the earth. The noise brings out a meagre scattering of figures from the shadows, just as Ralph understands the bird is drawing the villagers’ attention more effectively than any of his shouted commands.


    He doesn’t waste time but begins to run towards the fields still yelling his warning whilst the great white bird continues to rouse what people there might be who take shelter here at night from the terrors of the wood. With the noise of the drum swiftly nearing them adding to the fracas, there is no room for anyone to sleep.


    He is ready for it. Because, throughout it all, the wild race to the village and now to the burning fields which are thick with smoke and acrid smells, the Lammas Lord’s blood is up and his heart is racing, his injured leg merely an irritation to be dealt with later. This is battle indeed, of a sort, the fire an enemy to strive against, a physical act he can grasp, not the mind-wars which have left him so foolish and weak. He is a soldier, despite or perhaps because of his father’s best efforts, and he delights in the role.


    At the field, he takes stock of how much damage has already been done and the direction the flames, wind-driven, are sweeping in. Jemelda has started the fire at the south end where the soil is driest but she must have taken fire-oil from the castle or village supplies as flames are even now licking across the field. She has been cunning and he cannot help but admire her. It is not the open plains of battle, no, but it is a good strike at their walls of survival.


    Not only that but the fire is no ordinary fire, even though he cannot understand it. The flames are singing. All the while Ralph has been running here, he has been aware of the faint humming accompanying him and getting ever louder but he imagined it was the wind or his own blood pulsing through his body. He had no idea it was this.


    The boy, Apolyon, reaches him first. The drum he continues to beat draws the villagers after them as, by the stars, the instrument always has the power to move or terrify any Lammasser. Ralph is sorry he has had to use it, but this is war.


    “Do you hear it?” he asks the boy, signalling him to cease the noise he makes with a click of his fingers.


    Apolyon stops at once. “What, my lord?”


    “The fire’s music.”


    Ralph doesn’t wait for an answer. This close to his one remaining personal servant, he can sense his confusion already. The song must be for him alone then but he cannot interpret it. Besides his small band of villagers is coming close behind and he must show them how to act, by deeds not words.


    He darts forward, sweeping the heaviest part of the cloak he carries across the burning soil. The song rises but he shakes it out of his head, quickly building a make-shift wall in his mind as Simon taught him. His skills are lesser than the scribe’s so it will not last long against such an attack, but it will have to suffice. Thick cloth deadens the fiery soil and swallows up the flame. Smoke flares from where Ralph has begun but it will not reignite without more fire-oil to enrage it.


    He takes another step and repeats the action, just as the sparse number of people, only a handful of men and women, join him and begin to do the same. Together they form a thin line of slow-marching defence against the fire’s harsh teeth and together they advance. The flames bite and snatch at their skin and always the Lammas Lord can hear their song and the strange cry of the fire’s dying but it seems to disturb no-one else amongst them that he can tell, and so he makes no question of it. Enough for the soil to cease its burning so some of their seed and grain may be saved.


    A few moments later and he gestures for one or two of the men to tackle the fire on the far side of the field where it threatens the grasses. There is less grain there as it’s closer to the woods and the foxes, but fire-oil and grasses do not mix happily, and they must prevent their conjoining. The earth has been their friend up until now and Ralph does not want it to turn enemy. Not if he can help it. He has heard the legends of fire and earth in these lands, lived them in some fashion also, and he does not want to see their like again. Overhead the night-owls screech a warning and at the edge of his vision something lopes in from the direction of the woods, towards the furthest of the men doing his bidding.


    “Wolf!” he yells and he is already running, brandishing his cloak and making as much noise as he can in order to disorientate the animal. The two men swing round and one of them cries out when he sees the wolf. Ralph can hear the noise of it even above the song of the flame. The man who has cried out starts to run back across the field towards the main group of Lammassers, and Ralph shouts again.


    “No.”


    The conflagration of noise and fire spooks the wolf, and the beast swings towards the wood, his tail sparking flame where the fire-oil has brushed against it. The animal’s howling pierces Ralph’s mind-wall but he pays it no heed. Because the man has not stopped running, and Ralph doesn’t need to be a mind-sensitive to know the fear of the wolf’s teeth and jaws drives him. The Lammasser is still running across the middle of the field when he should have taken the outer path for safety’s sake, and Ralph can tell he doesn’t know the animal which terrifies him has already been frightened away and is a danger no more.


    Heart beating faster than he’s known for a while, the Lammas Lord takes two or three paces towards the man. He does not know what he intends to do for sure when he reaches him but he knows he must try, by the gods and stars. The next moment, something twists his legs from under him and he lands with a thump on the smouldering ground. Without thought, he heaves himself back onto his feet and sees the white sheen of the drum-stick broken at his feet and Apolyon’s frightened eyes staring up at him.


    He curses, just as the man running towards them and nearer now than Ralph believes he would come loses the luck which has blessed him. With the pressure of his feet on boiling earth, the fire-oil ignites and a great sheet of flame lifts the unfortunate man into the singing air where his limbs and skin and hair explode into the all-consuming fire. His dying scream echoes Apolyon’s shout, and Ralph grabs the boy and clutches his small frame to him, covering his servant’s head so he cannot witness how cruel death can be. By the gods he is too young, and Jemelda has unleashed a terror all of them will be hard-pressed to capture again.


    Behind him, Ralph sees the villagers are running for safety, but they are in no danger, though only the stars know how they have survived it. The fire-oil has claimed its victim and the flame will feast on the unfortunate man for a while. He stands up, still clutching the boy to him, and shouts at their fleeing backs. He doesn’t expect to be heard, but he knows he has to try. This is battle in truth and he is their commanding officer, he demands their allegiance, and their strength, no matter what has passed before between them.


    His voice is as clear as a hawk flying over summer trees, finding that break in the roar of the flame he has not thought to find. The men and women stop at once, as if he has set soldiers on them upon pain of death, as his father has done and as he too has tried, once, but he has learnt his lesson now. By the gods and stars how he has learnt it.


    “Return,” he shouts. “This is no time to run. Return and fight these flames before our hopes and crops are consumed.”


    Then, knowing whatever happens he too must perform this duty, he eases the trembling boy to the earth where it is unscorched, and continues the task of beating the fire back where it belongs, into the belly of the land. On his own, it will take him till morning, but he is not alone. A moment later, a mere heartbeat, something brushes his arm, and he sees Apolyon struggle to his feet, seize a length of cloth where it has been abandoned and begin to follow his master’s actions, shadowing the Lammas Lord as if only at his side can he find safety. Ralph can see the marks of tears on the boy’s cheek and the quivering glances he casts in the direction of where the remains of the dead man lie but he does not falter.


    “Thank you,” Ralph finds himself whispering to his young steward, and is rewarded by a flicker of a smile on Apolyon’s face. It is the first time he has thanked a servant and meant it so fully. The sensation and its newness are not unpleasant.


    After a few more moments, the handful of people who have tried to run drift back. He can sense their returning in the shadows around him and he hears the sound of breathing next to him and further along the line also.


    No-one speaks but it doesn’t matter. It will be a long night-cycle but they are working together, he and his people, in a way he cannot remember having occurred before. He hopes it will last. He hopes too that Simon, if he could see him, would be proud.


    


    Simon


    


    He knew the instant he had erred in his judgement as the mind-cane tumbled him from sleep, its warmth on his arm almost piercing skin. In his thought, at the forefront so he could neither deny it nor shake it loose, was a vision of Ralph surrounded by fire and pain. With the Lammas Lord was a small boy Simon didn’t recognise, but the whole picture appeared to him to be so real he could have reached out and felt the heat and flame. Still, he should be used to the connection of Ralph and fire, damn the man, as recent experience had set the two in close relationship to each other far too many times, with Simon as a reluctant participant.


    Nonetheless the Lost One knew this was no dream and he cursed his inability to go to the man, his body being nothing but a weak vessel his mind could not fully command.


    What do I do to save him?


    He spoke in his thought to the mind-cane, but he already knew the answer. Help me then. You say I am strong but I am weak.


    But when you are weak, then you are as strong as the sky and the earth and all that dwells within it.


    The cane’s response made him blink, but he did not falter. He sat up and, bringing the artefact to his face, pressed the silver carving to his forehead. He knew instinctively he needed all the power he could get from its mystery and so a light touch would not be enough. He wanted it to burn him, to the core. He needed it. At once, the silver world of the mind-cane exploded into his own world. It was the sun and the moon, earth and air and water. It was all the journeys he’d ever taken and those he had not.


    You, he found himself breathing as the overwhelming power plunged through him. You.


    The Lost One thought he had died in truth and for a final time, but he was more alive than he’d ever been. When he opened his eyes, his own understanding of himself had gone where he could no longer sense it but it did not matter. He was who he was intended to be, as if every puzzle and maze inside himself had slotted into place and there was nothing before him but level plains and a wide, smooth path. The fact of it, the very sparkle of silver flame at his fingertips, made him laugh. He took the cane where it lay trembling against his forehead and kissed it.


    You.


    Yes.


    And those were the only words he needed to think. Beyond them, he sensed only colours: a bright rainbow of red and green, blue and the pure white of snow on mountains on a silent morning. The rainbow swirled and settled in front of him and he saw it was a corridor, like the one he and his fellow-travellers had walked through in the Kingdom of the Sky. How long ago that seemed to be today, so much had he experienced since that moment. But it allowed him to know what to do without hesitation. Feeling the solid stamp of the mind-cane melding with his hand and thought, he stepped forward into the shifting colours, his pace neither too hurried nor too slow but steady as a man with purpose who knows he will fulfil it. Because the time-cycle, as it had always been, was perfect.


    At the end of the corridor he saw a layer of silver mist. The colours around it did not meld with its strange shimmer but formed an unbroken frame that held it in place. The Lost One wondered for a moment if he should step through to the other side, but he was no god or sky-star, he was only a man and it would be wise for him to remember it. His own foolishness made him smile.


    Look, the mind-cane spoke directly to his thought, and the Lost One obeyed. He gazed through the mist at the scene beyond. He could see the Lammas fields burning up almost as far as the woods. For a heartbeat, it was impossible to understand and then he knew, as clearly as if the Gathandrian Spirit had spoken directly to his heart, that this was what Jemelda had planned and this was what she was hurrying to do when he glimpsed her. He had no sure knowledge of the ways of farming although he had spent much of his life gleaning what nourishment he could from the fields and leavings of farmers during his travelling life. But he understood only too well how the seeds sown before the snows came were the lifeblood of the people, and this year-cycle there couldn’t have been many because of the war’s horrors.


    Jemelda had struck a blow at the heart of the life the Lost One was trying to reclaim for Ralph’s people. If the villagers were left to starve, what would that mean for his mission to save them? Simon cursed under his breath at the cook’s cruel cunning, and the mind-cane twisted in his grip. Look again.


    Throat dry, he did so. Someone was running across the field and the weight of the man’s fear slapped across his belly as if he felt it himself. Wolf. Simon cried out, stretching forth his hand towards the mist before snatching it back again as searing heat from the cane pierced him. He could not help the man, but how he wanted to. Some things remained impossible no matter how much you tried.


    The fire pursued the fugitive across the burning field and the Lost One held his breath, hoping some miracle from the stars themselves might yet occur and the villager would not be consumed. Something else caught his attention at the edge of his vision: a dark-haired man beginning to run towards the one who was doomed. No. If one man must die, why should another perish? The moment he understood the man intent on rescue was Ralph, he cried out a jagged warning which could never be heard, but already the scene had reached its terrible conclusion. The fire oil consumed the unfortunate villager, and Ralph and the young lad gripping his cloak were flung backwards onto the earth. Simon’s mind shook with dread, but he felt nothing in his thoughts that spoke of a final separation from the Lammas Lord. Injured or not, Ralph was alive still. How had he felt when Simon had died? By the gods, there was a question he did not wish to dwell on, neither for Ralph’s sake or his own.


    Even as he forced himself to ignore this puzzle, the vision in front of him melted away and he could see what was happening in the corn fields no more. He gripped the mind-cane harder, willing it to connect with him and bring back the events he needed to know.


    The gifting of sight can only be borne for a story’s start, not for its full completion.


    “Yes, so you say,” Simon spoke aloud, surprising himself. “You are full of wisdom, but now is the time for action and not for meditation on whatever deep mission you and our gods are drawing us towards. But no matter, I must go to the people. Whatever occurs, I need to be with them, whether they want it or not.”


    His own impassioned words, like the mind-cane’s, were all very well and good, and Simon meant them, but though his thought was sure his limbs were weak. He needed to get to Ralph and the villagers, but he needed to find another way than by walking. The cane gave him no answers but then he had it.


    He leaned out of the window, the crisp night air sending a harsher chill through his bones, and scanned the star-bright skies. “Where are you, great air-lord? Come to me, I have need of your strength tonight!”


    Simon held his breath to listen for what he longed to hear, but the silence held court over the castle. He closed his eyes and conjured up the vision of the snow-raven, feeling the feathers and whiteness and strange unknowable warmth in his mind. Come to me, I the Lost One command it.


    A whoosh and displacement of air, and when he opened his eyes, the great white bird was floating like a ghost from the corner of the roof towards him. His heart beat faster. He did not relish his journey but it was needful. He reached out to the raven but the bird fluttered away from his grasp, its wings brushing against his face before they eased away. He took a breath and waited for the raven’s flight path to bring him near once more. When it did, Simon reached further out of the window and tried to catch those vast wings, but again the raven eluded him. He cursed to himself, knowing he had no time to waste. He must be with the people if they would ever accept him amongst them. If he let them down a second time, why should they learn to trust him? What did the snow-raven want and what prevented the bird from fulfilling his command?


    In his hands the mind-cane lurched, and the memory of his journey to Gathandria flooded his thought: the mountain; the wild dogs; the path to the air-kingdom where the ravens dwelt. A time when his desperation had unaccountably turned to courage, of a sort. A time when he had needed to prove his heart’s true path, or its beginning.


    Simon nodded. He understood. He must then launch out into the deep once more and the time for proof was not yet over.


    He scrambled up so his legs balanced precariously on the crumbling window ledge. Let the snow-raven do what it might, he would fulfil the test the bird gave him, and more if he could. Yes. You know it. Ignoring the piercing pain overpowering his body, the Lost One launched himself from the high castle window with a shout. An instant of plummeting down to certain injury and a likely second death, and then something soft and strong caught him, snatching him upwards in the air. He did not know how the raven had reached him when the bird had been at the outer section of the courtyard when he fell, but Simon clung to feather and talon nonetheless, still somehow holding on to the mind-cane. He could do no other. By the gods and stars, the three of them would soar or topple together, so it seemed.


    The raven kept to no earthly route, but danced the sky-path’s song so their journey was a mere jotting of the time-cycle it would have taken Simon to traverse it, even without the pain. He could smell the fire before the ravished field came into view, a sultry acid tang of burning the wind carried to him. By the stars, how fire and its cursing had harried him since he met the mind-executioner, and now it had risen again to haunt him.


    He would overcome it, no matter what Jemelda intended. He had beaten death, with the gods’ help, and it was this he was made for. As the snow-raven floated above the field, Simon glanced down and saw the ravages beneath. Most of the seed sown would be lost but there might yet be some they could save. The fire-oil’s explosion had taken the heart-energy of the blaze away, and the men and women had started to beat out the flames that were left. He could not see Ralph amongst the crowd but he would be there, somewhere. Simon could sense it.


    Bring me to the earth.


    The words left his mind before he could fully comprehend them and he felt the warmth of the mind-cane flooding through his frame. The snow-raven turned on the whim of a wing and dropped towards the land. As the earth rose up to greet him, dizzyingly fast, Simon waited a moment more, heart beating double-rate, and then let go. He landed on something softer than he had expected, and without the heat of burning to it. That didn’t stop the red fire of pain ripping through his skin as he came to a halt, but at least he was feeling it in the land of breath, not where the dead lay waiting.


    The great bird gave one long screech, a note of green edged with yellow tones, and flapped slowly away. He would have no more help from the snow-raven this night, but the bird had brought him here and that was what had been necessary.


    Whatever was underneath him and had softened his fall moved and made a sound like a slow groaning.


    “Simon?” the Lammas Lord whispered.


    


    Jemelda


    


    She watched the scene from the edge of the woods. Nobody could see her, or at least no-one battling the flames on the field had time to confront her and she was glad of it. She had sent the rest of her small band back to the cave where they might find safety but she could not leave. She had to see the results of her mission and, most of all, she needed to see the reactions of the murderer.


    Still, she almost cried out and began to run to try to help when she saw the villager, one of the field-workers who had been with them for more year-cycles than she could remember, fleeing from the wolf threatening the men at the other side of the fire. It was certain death to run wherever fire-oil had been sprinkled and she would have done anything to save him, but she could not. If her aim to kill the scribe was to be fulfilled, she needed to remain alive. Her heart pounded when she saw the Lammas Lord himself make as if to rescue the man, and she did not know if she felt relief or disappointment when his young steward tumbled him to safety.


    She knew for certain what she felt when she saw the great white bird in the sky and the burden he carried, however. She wondered, with a strange leap of the heart, if the scribe might die again when he seemed to release his grip on the bird’s talons and plunge to the earth. But he had judged well and the distance was not so far, all the more so as Lord Tregannon caught him as he landed, softening the fall. Under her breath she cursed, and felt that strange leap of the heart once more.


    She was not as she used to be, and things inside her were altering into a fashion she could not guess at, but the bleak and all-consuming force she carried now was glad of it. How she was learning to use her power.


    Not wishing to see what the murderous scribe would do, but knowing the fire would be doused, she slipped away between the trees. The wolf at the other side of the field had vanished but he would not harm her. Fire was a strong deterrent to every creature in the land. It would have destroyed some of the seed the Lammassers needed to live and she would have to be glad of this one small step towards success. How she wished it had not come with an unnecessary death however. She had not planned for that.


    It didn’t take her long to return to the cave. Thomas was on the look-out for her and nodded when he picked her out in the gloom, itself a shade lighter with the beginnings of the distant sunrise.


    “Is it done?” he asked her.


    “Yes. It is a beginning,” she said. “But we must do more.”


    He nodded again and stood to let her pass. The cave felt colder and Jemelda wrapped her thin cloak round her more tightly to keep in what little warmth there was. Once inside, she gazed round the group. The women were huddled together, the boy amongst them, and she smiled at him. Tonight he had performed well for one so young. The menfolk formed a barrier of protection around the women. She had much to tell them.


    “Come,” she said as Thomas sat down with the group. “This is what we have achieved tonight, both for good and for bad.”


    As she told them how the seed had burned and would produce a poor crop for the spring, they reacted with calmness. This after all was what they had anticipated. But as she came to the section of her story where one of their own had perished, and the manner of it, the men began to grumble and the women to shake. They had not bargained for another loss, although it would be inevitable along the way. And in truth at the start of this night, Jemelda had not bargained for it either, but she must needs do so during their next attack. This much was clear.


    She waited until they were quieter and then she stared around at each one of them, catching their gaze for a moment or two before moving on to the next and the next. Finally, she looked at Thomas. He had not spoken although his posture in the shadows seemed folded in on itself. She could only see his eyes.


    “There must be blood shed,” he whispered but loud enough for all to hear, “before we can be free again.”


    She thought he would say more but he did not. She cleared her throat. “It is a terrible thing one of our villagers had to die, but the wolf startled him and he ran. I could not stop it. But I know if the murderer stays amongst us to do his will, more of us will die as we did before and then no-one will be able to stop him. Our own Lord cannot stand against his wiles, so how should we think we can do it? Remember the wars and steel yourselves for battle. For this is only the beginning. We will harry our neighbours and our friends too so they have no choice but to come to join us, and we will continue to fight to destroy the murderer until we are free or until we die. There are no other possibilities. We must steal the little grain they have left, contaminate the water they drink and burn yet more fields until there are none left to sow in order to flush him out for destruction. We are the courageous ones and it is up to us to make our land safe again and, though we will count the cost of the blood which is shed, we will not turn away from it. Do you understand this?”


    Jemelda paused and looked round the people. One by one they nodded, although some swallowed hard and a few of the women gripped the hands of their neighbours. It was up to Thomas to speak for them.


    “We will follow you, Jemelda,” he said, “until the man who has wronged us is most truly dead.”

  


  
    

    Eighth Gathandrian Interlude


    


    Annyeke


    


    The First Elder didn’t waste any time-cycles; within the length of a winter evening story, she had settled the Chair Maker into her home, leaving Johan organising the people into work-teams for the morning. Little could be done tonight. Talus was asleep in his bed-area. She had kissed him and soothed a mind-comfort around his thought. Though such things were used for younger children, she knew he had need of it, and now he would sleep until daylight.


    In the kitchen, she poured a beaker of water for the Chair Maker who had accompanied her in silence and was sitting on one of her kitchen stools. She was glad for the lack of speech, as she needed to concentrate her mind for what needed to be done. She was not fool enough to imagine her fellow-elder did not glean at least some of this from keeping company with her, but he would not understand everything. Annyeke had made sure of it.


    She gave him his water-beaker and took one for herself before sitting down opposite him. The water tasted warm and musty but it would have to suffice as she did not have the heart to renew it. The rest of her people did not take fresh water more than once a day in this post-war world, and neither would she.


    Annyeke put down the glass and gazed at the Chair Maker. “You must tell me the truth, about everything you and your wife have done, or nothing of what we try to heal in any of the lands will succeed. Why did you not tell me this before?”


    She thought he might protest, tell her she was mistaken, but he did not. He laughed and she swore a dark shadow she could not grasp drifted over his expression but the next moment it had gone and he was himself again.


    “Why do you not simply read my mind?” he asked her. “It would be quicker to get the truth you say I keep from you.”


    She leaned forward, knowing a frown was wrinkling her forehead. “I do not ravish your thought like that, because I am not made of that ilk. I am not an elder who moulds everything to suit myself and does not care who suffers for it. Then again, neither am I an elder who will let you ruin the lives of our people and not see you punished in full. So, I will ask you once more only in words: tell me the truth about your wife and how far this dabbling with the most evil of legends has gone, and do not addle me with the foolish sentiment you did before. By the great Gathandrian spirit, Chair Maker, speak or that will be the end of it.”


    She meant what she said, and she knew the Chair Maker could see it. His lips thinned and he sighed.


    “No matter,” he said, breaking her gaze. “You will know soon enough, and the damage has already begun. So, I will tell you what I know, First Elder.”


    As the Chair Maker began to speak, he first took a careful sip of the water she had given him, so Annyeke wondered if he thought it might be poisoned, as if drinking from her own beaker should not have told him otherwise. If she killed, she would kill cleanly as she had despatched the mind-executioner; she would not perform such finality in the dark.


    “I explained to you how much I loved my wife,” he said. “Iffenia has been my heart’s joy from the day I met her. When Johan and Isabella started their journey to find the mysterious Lost One, we knew there would be difficulties for us and we knew above all else that finding the Lost One would bring a diminishing of the elders’ power. How could it be otherwise? We knew, or at least some of us did, the story we were unleashing. In the very beginning, whilst our then First Elder was burying himself deep within our ancient Gathandrian legends in his search for what he could discover about Simon, Iffenia and I were, all along, meditating on other, perhaps more ancient, stories. As you have discovered, the Tale of the Book of Blood was one of them.”


    Annyeke blinked. It was as she had dreaded. The Book of Blood was the one book in the elders’ library which was never opened for fear of what lay there. She couldn’t help shivering at the knowledge the Chair Maker and his wife had plundered it. What had they found within its pages?


    The man opposite her laughed once more, and she felt the sudden pressure of his mind on hers, like the onset of a winter storm. “Ah, Annyeke, we found much riches in it, such quantity of them you could not dream of. All our partnered lives Iffenia and I had dreaded the certainty of death and the terror of being apart, but the Book of Blood took away our fear. We knew if we followed its wisdom, the wisdom of the earth and not the sky, we would find the everlasting link between us, which meant we would never be alone, not even after death. Can you see how happy that made us and how we had no other choice but to follow the teachings we discovered?”


    Annyeke knew there were no words to respond to this story of his, so she said nothing, and after a moment or two he continued, perhaps seeing something of what she held in her thought. Still, in spite of his insistence of joy, the Chair Maker told her the heart of his tale in something approaching a whisper. His eyes clouded over as she watched him, as if reliving the experience over again.


    


    *****


    


    It happened one winter evening. I was late back from my initial meeting with the elders, as it was the time when I was about to become one of them. We had even meditated together. Iffenia was waiting for me on the threshold of our home and the sight of her made my blood sing. She must have been looking out for my return. I knew before I reached her side there was something different about her; the shifting colours of her aura were rippled with black. She was hiding a secret from the minds of others she planned to reveal to me alone.


    “Come,” she whispered as I came nearer and she reached for my arm. “I have something to show you and something to tell.”


    Inside, shadows encroached the familiar shapes of my home and I followed my partner through the narrow hallway and into the bedroom. I thought she would share her day with me in the eating-area as she cooked, but that was not her plan. She gestured to me to sit upon our bed and I did so, gazing up at her with a smile. I eased my mind to hers and felt her warmth envelop my thought.


    Instead of allowing me to sense her purpose, she shook her head and returned my smile. Do you trust me?


    The answer to her question was simple: with all that I am.


    Iffenia nodded and hunkered down next to me. She reached under the bed and drew out something rectangular that glittered crimson. I knew what it was at once. From its heart flowed fire and blood and I couldn’t help myself, I veered away and stared at her. How did you get that and why have you brought it here?


    The elders were busy with other matters so whilst you met with them, I slipped into the library and searched amongst its most hidden texts. I knew the Book of Blood was the one I wanted, but I did not think to find it. I assumed the elders would have hidden it in their secret library the people talk of, but they have not yet done so. Our stories tell us of the ancient power of its legend to bind a couple together in life and in death too, and of the joy it can bring, so I took hold of it in the Great Library’s silence and weaved a mind-trick to fill its space. I do not have the strength for it to last more than a day-cycle but we will explore this book’s magic tonight and I will return it tomorrow. Nothing will be lost but everything gained, I promise you.


    I did not know Iffenia could act in such a way, even through all the time of loving her, and I was about to open my mouth, tell her to return the dreaded book to our Library and pray none had sensed its absence, when she touched my arm. At once our thoughts connected and I could see to the full the reasons and the possibilities behind what she had spoken of.


    Yes, and so easily, such magic was part of the power of the Book of Blood, but it is also hidden deep within our own blood. I could not see, and I still do not see, how what she wanted to do was wrong. Who would not want to link more closely with the one they love? It gave us both hope and from hope only greater hope can come. It was a private matter, not a public one, and did not affect my journey to becoming an elder. No-one had to know of it.


    So, with Iffenia, I opened the book and began to experience its strange tales. I cannot tell you the beauty it contained nor its wildness, not to the full and certainly not in a way anyone else could understand. But I tell you that, as we allowed its distinct flavour into our thoughts, I knew everything I saw and touched and tasted would be more alive and more vibrant than it had ever been. It was as if up until that point we had both of us been walking in the half-darkness and the Book of Blood opened our eyes so we could see the world anew, as if we had been born a second time upon the earth. It was ice and fire, the deepest night and the brightest day. When we pledged ourselves over its pages, Iffenia and I knew we would never be parted, and we knew the blood the book contained would be the binding strength to our lives and after our deaths. Death was indeed meaningless, as your Lost One has so recently discovered.


    


    *****


    


    The Chair Maker paused in his tale. As Annyeke saw it he had plundered his mind and his traditions in pursuit of what should, by rights, be the gift only of the Gathandrian Spirit. She knew the beliefs of her people were too deeply ingrained upon her thoughts for her to see otherwise. What shook her to the core was how his actions sat askew with what the Book of Blood was said to be.


    “But the Book of Blood has no stories,” she said quietly. “Its pages are said to be blank and no-one knows their meaning.”


    The Chair Maker laughed, the sound of it filling her kitchen-area, unfamiliar, harsh. “That is because the Book brings out all that is hidden within and makes it real so it can never be gainsaid or destroyed. It shows us the secret places and power of our hearts, and has no need for words to enchant us. It makes ourselves the meaning and then we can do anything.”


    “This is against all we know and love,” Annyeke said, her voice low and direct, ensuring her mind echoed her emotion to try to reach her fellow-elder. “Any deceit we plunge into and practise, as elders or any of the people, will turn and destroy us. The Book of Blood is dangerous and no-one should touch it. It is said to bring silence where there is life and despair where there is light. Truly, what have you done, Chair Maker?”


    He gazed at her and she noticed his eyes were unclouded as if the memory of what he and Iffenia had done was gone and only the result remained. “I have done what is right for me, and Iffenia is alive still. Her spirit lives within me as we cannot be parted, and also within the one from Lammas who is most like her, the one who will destroy the Lost One. Because Simon must die or the Book of Blood will begin to lose its power, and Iffenia and I cannot countenance that. Through that chosen Lammasser, the Lost One will die a second time, the death from which there can be no returning. And because of Iffenia and because of the Book of Blood we can only succeed.”


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Twelve: Aftermath


    


    Simon


    


    This wasn’t how he’d wanted to encounter the Lammas Lord again, not in the early morning-cycle of a winter’s day in a burning field at the beginning of what might turn out to be another smaller war. No, Simon’s hopes had been different. He rolled off Ralph’s body onto crackling soil which flattened itself beneath his weight. It smelt of fire. How he hated that smell and how he’d hoped here he would have none of it. Indeed the Gathandrian Spirit, and even the gods and stars, brought their will to pass through mysterious means.


    “Thank you,” he said to the figure next to him, preferring to use the spoken word rather than any form of mind-link. That would be an intimacy too far under the circumstances. “Are you hurt?”


    Ralph’s reply was slow in coming, but clear. “No. But I must get up, we must defeat these flames, Jemelda must not be allowed to destroy everything.”


    Somehow the two men got to their feet, Simon racked with pain which he could sense in Ralph also. This was foolishness, they were both too physically weak to overcome the fire, although the explosion had blown some of the flames out near its centre. There would be perhaps some salvaged seed where it had failed to burn them to the core. But something deeper than Simon’s own mind had constrained him to come, he had the cane in his hand, and the snow-raven flew slowly overhead, so he must have some purpose here. The villagers also needed Ralph and even now lurked around them, awaiting his command.


    The Lammas Lord was not slow in giving it either.


    “I am winded,” he said to the crowd. “You must continue the battle and I will do what I can. When you work, do not run, whatever dangers you see, as the wolves will not venture onto a field for the fire-oil, but walk slowly and beat the flames down.”


    For a heartbeat, the Lost One thought the people would baulk at this necessary command, partly because of the terrible death of one of their own, but also because of their uncertainty about their own Lord. It struck him for the first time how much Ralph’s authority had weakened due to recent events, and he felt a thud of compassion in his stomach.


    Ralph swung round and fixed him with a fierce gaze. He laid his fingers on Simon’s shoulders. Do not pity me, scribe. I stand by my own decisions and they are not for your judgement.


    The fact Lord Tregannon had himself instigated this link knocked Simon off balance and he stepped back, breaking the contact between them. It was, as he had anticipated, too much, given their history and given the men they were or had become. However, as he stepped away, Simon caught the look of surprise on the Lammas Lord’s face, and then dislike and sorrow, something which for a heartbeat or two he could not fathom.


    Then it came to him: Ralph had seen, even in this brief link, what had transpired between himself and the mind-executioner when Gelahn had stolen him away, and Simon felt the heat rise to his skin. He had kept the unsettling encounter hidden where none could discover it, or he thought he had, but all it had taken for the Lammas Lord to know his secret was one touch, may the gods and stars be cursed. He turned away, still shaken by Ralph’s expression. He had no time for regrets. What was done was done, and his own unwillingness and strange pleasure in Gelahn’s ravishment could not be altered, for all the wishing of it.


    Unable to help himself, he glanced again at Ralph, but the man had already noted Simon’s unspoken truths and turned again to the immediate crisis.


    “Quickly,” he urged his people, “we must do what we can. But leave the place where death occurred to me; I will salvage what I can there.”


    This time, the villagers obeyed, spreading out slowly across the field wherever flames appeared and beating them down until they were nothing. The Lost One noticed the first glimmer of dawn was lightening the far horizon to soft yellows and pinks. He shivered, realising once more how cold he felt.


    “Come then,” he whispered to the mind-cane as the Lammas Lord limped away. “You have helped me here so let’s see what you can do.”


    The Lost One stood for a moment and ran his fingers over the cane’s silver carvings as he scanned the burning field. When his gaze fell on the western side, nearest the woods, the cane began to hum and he felt the warmth of its vibration through his hand. He smiled.


    “You are a strange artefact and I will never fully understand you,” he said, “but I will follow where you lead and work with you where I can.”


    Using the mind-cane as support, Simon began to make his way in the direction it had promised him. Halfway across, the Lammas Lord interrupted his journey.


    “There is little use in going there, scribe,” he shouted, the words rising in mist from his tongue in the chill air. “If you wish to help and are able to, then come and join us where we are.”


    The Lost One shook his head. He trusted the warmth in his fingers and the cane’s song, and had no time for distractions. He waited until Ralph shrugged and turned back to his own task before continuing.


    When Simon reached the furthest end of the field, the mind-cane ceased its humming. This is the place, he thought, and crouched down, resting his free hand on the earth. It was almost hot enough to burn him and he gasped. It should not be like that, as the fire had gone out here, unless the essence of it had had time to sink into the soil, but he could hardly credit this as being possible. If it was so, then there must be a greater mind-magic at work here than he had imagined. Was it something to do with the dark power he had already sensed in Jemelda?


    No time for battling with what he could not yet comprehend. He stood up, took the cane and plunged it as hard as he could into the dry ground. The effort made his body shake and he wondered if he would fall, but the cane itself kept him upright. He felt the flames before he saw them, fire from the earth rising through the artefact, first by its heat and then in vast flashes of crimson and black. The fire-oil must have sunk deeper, a strange magic, and ignited the soil itself beneath the layer of seed. The Lost One clung on to the mind-cane, knowing instinctively this was his best chance of weathering the storm, as the cries of the people from the other side of the field came to his ears.


    There was more danger in Lammas than he had anticipated, but he was glad of it. Here was something he could do; he could drain the fire’s threat at the depths of the earth. So he kept on going, pushing the cane even deeper into the soil and shutting his eyes to the waves of fire and light flowing upward over his body and into the air.


    “Simon.”


    He heard Ralph’s warning shout, already too late, in his thought before it came to him in truth, and knew the Lammas Lord’s deadly intent.


    No! Do not run to me. You will die.


    He doubted Ralph would obey, but he had no choice but to stay with the mind-cane. So he opened his eyes and searched the skies for the help he hoped he would find there.


    The snow-raven had already anticipated the need; the great bird was plunging from the heavens towards the group of villagers and towards Ralph. The Lammas Lord had barely taken two or three steps across the field when the raven reached him and knocked him to the ground with one sweep of his vast wing. Simon held his breath in case the shock of the jolt onto the earth might ignite some few drops of fire-oil the people had not yet doused but the snow-raven spread out his wings and opened his beak. A perfect orb of gold spun outwards with the snow-raven’s song and for a glorious dawn-lit moment everything in Simon’s mind was silent. The orb burst and a golden river flowed over the field and seeds, over the people and the wood. When it reached the Lost One as he continued to thrust the mind-cane deep into the earth, the fire and brightness turned to silver and then was swallowed up into air. The silence spread beyond his own thought and into his flesh and then it too was gone.


    He let go of the cane, landed with a thump on his back on the soil and stretched out, gazing at the sky. It took him a moment to catch his breath while he puzzled over what had just happened. The fire under the soil had been dampened, buried deep in the heart of the land where it belonged, a success achieved through the cane and through the bird. And through his own action also, he told himself wryly. The fire-oil was no longer a danger beneath them, he could sense it, and indeed the gold from the raven’s song had smoothed over the surface flame and the heat was already dissipating.


    How had the oil been able to sink so far? It should not have done so and it riled him he could not fathom its mystery. In his role as the Lost One of the Gathandrians, he should have been able to hope for some insight, but none came to him. He sat upright and struggled to his feet as Ralph and the villagers made their way cautiously towards him.


    He only spoke when the Lammas Lord and the people were near enough to hear his words.


    “The fire-oil shouldn’t have penetrated beyond the surface,” he said, “but some trick I don’t yet understand had enabled it to do so. We should be careful in this new battle, my Lord, but we are at least warned.”


    Ralph’s response was not what he had expected. The Lammas Lord strode up to him and gripped his shoulder, sending tremors of green and blue through Simon’s thought.


    “You should not have done what you did,” he said, his voice low and urgent, so only Simon could hear. “You put yourself in too much danger.”


    He looked as if he might say more, but the presence of the villagers brought him more quickly to that strong sense of his own role, no matter whether he failed it or not. He stepped away and gazed at Simon.


    “I am glad you are well, Scribe,” he said, more loudly. “It would have been a pity for you to die again, after our efforts to keep you alive.”


    That much, Simon supposed, was true. To die was inevitable, but once was enough for any week-cycle. He did not wish to experience such an encounter with what lay beyond for a long, long time. If the gods and stars wished it.


    They spent the length of a story middle ensuring the field was no longer in any danger and rescuing what seed they could. It would have to be planted elsewhere, as this field would need another season to recover its fertility. If Jemelda wished to starve him out of her lands, this was certainly the best way to go about her task; he never wished to be the death of any other man, woman or child again, not if he could help it.


    Finally, carrying what they could salvage, Simon, Ralph and the people turned back to the village. The Lost One noted on the journey none walked close to him, but only the cane and the bird kept him company.


    Halfway there he saw the old man, his father. Strange how he had been expecting this and yet was still so unprepared for it. He dropped the half-burnt earth he was holding and watched the remains of the precious seeds scatter across the soil. Somebody amongst the villagers cursed at his stupidity and he could not blame them. The mind-cane flared up but Simon quelled it with a glance. He was pleased he could still do so. He hurried to pick up the seeds, retrieving them as best he could.


    A darker shadow next to him made him look up. Ralph bent down and scooped up a handful of earth upon which lay some small corn seeds. The green glow in his other hand drew Simon’s gaze.


    “Yes,” said the Lammas Lord. “Sometimes the emeralds have other uses too. They bring together that which might have been lost.”


    As both men straightened up, Ralph glanced in the direction of the old man and nodded.


    “You will have to talk to him,” he said, quietly. “He is your father.”


    “What if I do not wish to?” Simon’s response was fiercer than he had intended. His father had abandoned him after his mother had died, no matter what his reasons were. He could neither change his memory, nor the facts.


    Ralph took a step or two back, and the sharpness of his outline faded a little in the morning gloom. “You will speak to him sooner or later, Scribe, because how can it harm you? You have already come through death, the stars know how, so surely a conversation with a parent you find difficult will be a summer story for you.”


    As always, Ralph used conversation as he used his soldier’s sword: with the intent to pierce. But, as he turned away, Simon had to admit he was right. He swallowed and drew himself up to face his father, who all this while had been hovering at the length of a pruning hook from his side.


    “We will speak together,” Simon said, finding himself unable to say the word father and knowing therefore how abrupt his words sounded. Damn the stars but that could not be helped. “We will speak but not yet. Later, when we have placed the salvaged seed in a safe location, then we will talk.”


    There was more Simon wanted to say although he did not exactly know what the words should be, but the old man groaned and stuttered as if he too were trying to find an unsayable sentence. Simon waited but the silence swept in once more. It felt unnatural, even dangerous. In his hand the mind-cane hummed suddenly and its vibration patterned his skin. For a moment he concentrated, but the cane gave him no clues.


    “Come then,” he said with a sigh. “Follow me. Neither of us are intending to go anywhere else this day-cycle.”

  


  
    

    Ninth Gathandrian Interlude


    


    LOVE


    


    Annyeke


    


    Enough was enough. She had sufficient of the truth from the Chair Maker to act, but it would have to wait until the morning-cycle. She could tell how tired her husband was when he returned from speaking with the people, and Talus was already asleep, snoring gently in his bed-area.


    Johan kissed her and took her in his arms. She nestled against him, appreciating the sheer strength of him and the way he made her feel safe, even where safety was the last thing she had expected to feel. Even a bloody-minded redhead and newly-minted First Elder needed a little comfort sometimes.


    How was your talk with the Chair Maker? he asked her, and she was glad he’d chosen thought-words for their conversation. The concept of speaking was beyond her ability.


    She smiled up at him and placed his hand on her forehead. Not that it was necessary for their mind-skills to operate, but Annyeke liked the feeling of being connected with the man she loved, physically as well as mentally. At once, she could feel his mind moving and blending with hers, the sweet splash of melded colours which always made her blink. Within a few short moments, she had shared everything with him: what the Chair Maker had told her, her heartfelt response, and the unforeseen dangers that might lie around them.


    He swore, something she had never heard him do, and the effect of it was magnified a thousand times without the dissipating power of speech. Johan.


    I’m sorry, but this is beyond my belief, my love. I wish I had been there at your side when the Chair Maker confessed.


    I am glad you were not. You would have been angrier than I.


    He snorted and sat down at the kitchen table, a deep frown lining his forehead. With due cause. The Book of Blood is the most dangerous of the legends, because it is as yet unwritten. If the Chair Maker and Iffenia have mined its depths then I do not know how we can fight it. You say because of it, Iffenia lives? In another in the Lammas Lands? Who? Is Simon threatened because of it? We must warn him.


    So many questions her husband had, and all of them flocking around her like young wood-sparrows in the spring. She shook her head at herself. The image, for her, was not a pleasant one. Before she made any decisions, they needed sustenance so she busied herself for a while heating up the last of the day’s wheat-soup and sprinkling a handful of ginger into it to provide some spice, and clear their heads.


    Then she poured two beakers, sat down and handed her partner one while she sipped from the other. How different this was from the drink she had shared with the elder, in so many ways.


    Johan laughed. You are inspired by food.


    She opened her eyes wide at him. Always. But who is not? Drink and let us consider how best we can fight this latest battle.


    What about Simon? he asked again and she felt the wave of his concern for his cousin flow over her. Something else too, some deeper puzzle, and it took her a heartbeat or two to discern it.


    No, you are mistaken, she shook her head, reached across the table and grasped his hand. Iffenia’s spirit is not in the Lost One. He has the strength of the mind-cane and his own mission to protect him. I believe it is Jemelda, the one who leads the rebellion. It must be. She is bent on destroying the peace the Lost One hopes to build, and our peace too.


    How?


    Quickly, she allowed him to see what she understood of the Lost One’s experiences in Lammas thus far. He already knew about the strange death and rebirth, but neither of them fully comprehended its meaning, yet. The powers of the gods and stars were passing strange. What Johan didn’t yet know was the mission Jemelda, the cook, had begun.


    So she wishes to kill Simon, Johan pondered when he had listened. Why?


    Annyeke glared at him. Because she is a woman and if I have learnt anything from recent year-cycles it is that in war-time, it is the women who suffer most, and who are most angry. But she might not have had the power without Iffenia’s presence, I cannot tell. Somehow, during the battles and when the link between our two countries was strongest, Iffenia’s spirit clung to Jemelda because of the forces she and the Chair Maker unleashed, and together the two women form an enemy we mustn’t underestimate.


    At this Johan smiled. Women, in my experience, are always a force to be reckoned with, Annyeke, whether or not they have the spirits of the dead urging them on.


    He stood up abruptly, breaking the close connection between them, although she could still sense his mind. She would sense it always. As she watched, he started to stride up and down the kitchen-area.


    “How can it have come to this?” he muttered, speaking aloud. She could only hope he would not wake Talus, who would need the fullness of sleep. “What must we do before peace can break out amongst our peoples? First, the mind-executioner, then the treachery of the elders against us, then the strangeness of Simon’s calling, the battle on our fields, and now this. When will the fighting cease?”


    Johan.


    Something in the tone of her voice broke through his rising anger and he stopped at once, a slow blush spreading across his handsome face. Forgive me, my love, but sometimes I think I am a simple man and incapable of dealing with our world as it is becoming. Neither would I wish to wake your son. Forgive me.


    Annyeke smiled as he sat down opposite her once more and drained his beaker of the last of the wheat-soup. The day-cycles are hard, she said, and Talus is our son, not just mine.


    He gazed at her for another full minute, and then nodded. You are right. So, what should we do, First Elder?


    His term of address was said with a smile, and she knew he teased her. How she loved it when he did that, knowing he only allowed himself such teasing when he felt secure. The anger had left him.


    Tomorrow, we will contact the Lost One, she said. The emeralds Lord Tregannon gave me will help us now we no longer have the mind-circle, and our own skills will do the rest.


    You do not wish to begin the process now? I know you are a woman who likes to act swiftly. You have the hair colour for it after all.


    She flashed him a wry smile, knowing he’d caught her mood and sensing his own response to it. All of us need to build up our mind-strength again, and we need sleep. Jemelda can do nothing until the morning. The Lammas people will be safe enough until then. It is dark for everyone now.


    Are you tired, Annyeke?


    In answer, she shook her head and reached for his hand once more. Then, getting to her feet, she moved round the table until she stood next to him. He rose to meet her and took her into his arms. His lips on hers felt like the best thing that had happened this day-cycle, both a promise and a homecoming. It was she who led him into their private bed-area, although it was he who undressed her and laid her down on the soft blankets. The sensation of skin on skin made brighter by their mind-colours, the spark and the melding of them, the scent of sweat on Johan’s body combined with his own unique smell, these things swept her away and carried him with her deep into her own mind, on their own special journey.


    For this night-cycle, it was enough. The troubles of the next day could wait a little longer, by the stars and gods.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Thirteen: A Voice from the Past


    


    Simon


    


    At the castle kitchen, Frankel took Simon’s load of earth and seeds. His face was shadowed, and the Lost One could see, even without any mind-skills, how many questions the old man had. While outside Ralph gave orders to the villagers and set up a safe place for the storage of the damaged seeds, Simon leaned forward towards Frankel.


    “Jemelda is at least safe,” he whispered, “I know she intends to kill for fear of what I might do now I have returned. But I only wish to help the Lammassers, believe me, and believe me also when I say this: I will do my utmost to convince her of my intentions, if she will allow me close enough to her to say the words. The conversation is not over yet, my friend.”


    Frankel nodded, but Simon could not tell how much of his words he might have understood. The old man’s mind was full of worries for his wife, and the Lost One wished he could comfort him but these people had experienced more than enough of his mind-treachery and he feared to offer what skills he could.


    Before he could say anything else, Frankel crept away into the shadows, and Simon walked outside only to see Ralph approaching him. Behind him lurked his father. It was time, he could see it, and sooner than he would have liked.


    He gazed at Ralph, saw his intent and overleapt it.


    “You are right, Lord Tregannon,” he said. “I need to speak to my father, but I need a private place to do it. Which of your rooms is most suited?”


    Ralph blinked, and the Lost One almost smiled to see the adjustment going on in the other man’s thoughts. It was rare Simon had commanded him in such a fashion. Well, the time-cycles had changed and they would need to change with them.


    “Of course,” Ralph replied, making as if to signal for a servant. Simon could see the moment when he abandoned the gesture, knowing there were none. “Follow me, both of you.”


    Ralph led the way. Simon swallowed and reached out to take his father’s arm. It was the first time he had touched the man for more years than he could remember, and he could not contain the swift river of thought which plunged through his head at the contact. The old man gasped and Simon frowned, attempting to bring his mind under greater control, using the cane in his other hand to do so. Odd how his father did not seem as afraid of it as other people were. Perhaps he had simply not learnt to fear it as much, although Simon would have expected any mind-artefact would cause him grief. It was a mind-executioner, although not Gelahn, who had killed his mother. He shook his head, not wishing to pull that particular memory to the forefront of his thought, not when so many other problems crowded at his side like a swarm of summer-flies. Meanwhile, Ralph continued to lead them round to the front of the castle. Simon and his father followed without speaking, although the Lost One was brim-full of questions.


    The Lammas Lord pushed his way through a pile of broken stones at the side of the hall where the autumn-cycle tapestry had once dwelled. Briefly, Simon wondered where it had gone and if he would see such beauty here again, but already Ralph was indicating them through into a part of the castle Simon had rarely visited.


    “This is where my guests once waited,” Ralph said, “if they wished for privacy. It is not as badly affected as other rooms in my home and there are two or three stools left for sitting. Will this be adequate for your needs, Scribe? If it rains or snows again, you will avoid the worst of the weather.”


    Simon nodded. “Thank you.”


    It was a dismissal, of sorts, but Ralph hesitated before turning. “Do-do you wish me to stay?”


    This time his tone was softer and more hesitant, and the Lost One sensed the concern behind it, compassion too, and understood how he did not deserve this response. “No, Ralph, please, this my father and I must do without others.”


    Simon watched Ralph’s lips purse into a line in the morning gloom, and then with a swirl of his thin cloak Lord Tregannon made his exit.


    He and his father were alone.


    Unable to look into the old man’s face, Simon reached out and drew up a stool.


    “Sit,” he said. “You will have need of rest.”


    For a moment, he thought his father would ignore him, but the old man sighed and did as Simon had suggested. “Would you like something to eat or drink?”


    Not that there would be much of either, but his father shook his head, and it was Simon’s turn to sigh. He could have done with the brief distraction, because he found his heart was beating fast and his thoughts unable to settle. He sat down himself but his legs could not be still. Carefully, he laid the mind-cane upon his knees and felt the soothing warmth flow into his skin. It gave him some necessary ease. It was obvious that being dead and reborn by the power of the gods did not give you the insight you might have hoped for.


    He coughed, and his father gazed at him. A shadow passed between them, an absence of light in the colours of their thoughts, and Simon blinked. From instinct, he grasped after whatever it might have been, but the brief darkness swirled back against him and swallowed itself up so no shadow remained. He must have imagined it, and he was only being foolish. Indeed, the mind-cane sparked a crimson flare to remind him what he was here for, and he shook himself and spoke.


    “It is many year-cycles since we saw each other, father,” he said, such meaningless words to begin with but he could think of nothing else. And as he said them, in his mind he was back at the day they had last met: the smell of the crowd, the beating of the drums; his mother; the rope. Her death. And the stone his father had thrown to drive him away. A betrayal, but perhaps a mercy too, as Johan had once said. How Simon thought he had accepted this possibility, but here with his father in front of him after these long year-cycles of absence, forgiveness of any sort was another matter, one he had not even touched on in his conversation with his friend. Not in reality.


    The old man groaned and rubbed one hand through his grey matted hair. Simon could see the shift in his thought-colours and the gathering darkness of shared memory, a more physical entity than whatever he had glimpsed before.


    He tried again. “Do you think we might be able to find a common field between us? We share the same blood, though you never came to search for me.”


    There it was. The accusation. Simon could taste the bitterness of it on his tongue. It overwhelmed him and the heat from where he gripped the mind-cane plunged upward to his lips.


    “Yes, you never came,” he leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Whatever Johan suggested of how you might have loved me enough to drive me from danger, you never came looking for me after the danger was past. I was alone, and you were in the end no father to me at all.”


    Without realising it, Simon had risen from his stool and was pacing the few steps it took to reach the wall of the small room Ralph had allocated them, back and forth, back and forth. Realising the pointlessness of the action, he stopped and tried to bring himself under control again. This was no way to talk to his father, however estranged, not if they wished to rebuild some kind of relationship again.


    “You are right.”


    The words came out of nowhere and pierced his mind like the hottest of flames. He sat down. It was the first time he had heard his father’s voice for so long and he found he had no idea how to respond to the sensations it stirred within him.


    “Right about what?” he whispered.


    Instead of an answer, the old man began to sway, shaking his head fiercely from side to side, and rocking on his stool so Simon feared he might fall. It would have been easy to sense his thoughts, but Simon did not wish to do it, partly from courtesy and partly from fear. His father’s mind was unstable and likely to remain so; touching him and forming a thought-link would only crush his fragility entirely, and despite everything which had happened and not happened between them he did not wish to do that.


    Still, the old man was saying words, but they were so low the scribe could hardly make them out. “Please, I don’t know what you’re saying. Look at me, I can’t hear you.”


    It was no use. His father was swaying dangerously now and his muttering was rising swiftly to become a chant which pierced Simon’s mind. The old man would hurt himself and then their progress, if there had been any, would be for nought. The cane sparked a greater warmth in his hand, and the Lost One brought it upwards, reaching across to touch the old man’s shoulder with the ebony tip of the artefact. At the same time, he concentrated his thoughts to provide a mind-net of safety for his father, channelling its strength through the cane and into the old man’s body. Where he was afraid to touch him, the presence of the mind-cane might provide a higher grace. With the power to kill and bring to life which lay in the cane’s sleek ebony, it was madness, but it was sanity also; what Simon could not perform, the artefact most certainly could, if he willed it so. And will it he did, as much as was in his power.


    The first touch of the cane caused silver sparks to fly from his father’s skin, and the old man tried to get away but Simon held him there. I will not hurt you, he said, knowing that with the connection his father could understand him even if he would not reply. The cane is a bridge, not a sword to me. Please, have faith, as you once had faith in my mother.


    His father’s eyes widened, but the sparks from the cane faded and his struggle eased. He was breathing heavily, but not too quickly, a sound that echoed Simon’s own heart as he brought the renewed power of his thought to bear on the mind-cane’s link.


    The old man’s lips moved, but this time Simon could hear the words clearly. “The cane is death, it is cursed.”


    So I thought once, he said, believe me. But it sings to me and I listen.


    “Your mother used to sing. She sang like the winter-lark.”


    The Lost One blinked away tears, the cane trembling in his hand. Yes, she did. I remember, always.


    “Because of you, Charis died.”


    Simon flinched. There was so much injustice in that statement he could not find words enough to gainsay it. But it was true too, wasn’t it? In a fashion.


    Because of you also, he countered.


    “No.” A sudden flash of colour poured through the cane and up into Simon’s thought. At once everything in his mind turned to nothing so only a shadow he couldn’t interpret remained. At the same time, his father twisted sideways and launched himself at Simon so the two of them landed on the floor with a clatter, the old man beating at Simon’s body like a man possessed. By the gods, this is lunacy, the Lost One thought, glad he could think at all, and it was a matter of moments only for him to roll his father over and hold down his arms against the floor.


    Be still, will you.


    A few more breaths when Simon could see the rebellion in his father’s mind and then his colours faded out of all sensing. The old man cackled with laughter and began to speak again, but it was nothing but gibberish and child’s talk. Was this the way that madness dwelt?


    “What are you doing, Simon?”


    From behind him, Ralph’s voice cut in to the room like a scythe cutting through corn. What does it look like, Lammas Lord?


    A snort of laughter, barely suppressed. “It does not look like talking.”


    “No,” Simon said, relieved to let his mouth take the burden of words this time. “But though you may not believe it, I was doing my best.”


    He rose to his feet and, together, he and Ralph helped his father get up. By now, the old man was shaking and stabbing at his own body with gnarled fingers while a long dribble of saliva dropped slowly from his chin. They sat him down on the stool and Ralph fetched a beaker of water, the stars knew from where. The Lost One’s father drank some of it but then refused to drink any more, letting the water run down from his mouth, like the saliva. Simon used the edge of his cloak to wipe it away.


    “He needs to sleep,” he said, “and perhaps I shouldn’t have been so minded to talk with him in the first place. We are both beyond tired.”


    “It was not your fault,” Ralph said roughly, turning his face away. “I persuaded you.”


    This was true, in a sense, but Simon knew he himself was the most at fault. “Do not take my guilt upon yourself, Lord Tregannon, when we each have enough of our own to carry.”


    His words had more of the tone of command in them than he had wished to convey, but that too was good; it brought Ralph’s attention back to him, and Simon needed his help.


    “Show me where my father can lie down. Since I have started this conversation with him and it has disturbed him so, the burden of responsibility is mine. As it should be.”


    Simon could see the natural inclination in Ralph to dispute the order, but he was in no mood to be conciliatory and neither, it seemed, was the mind-cane, which flashed a brief silver across its frame and danced its way to his hand.


    The Lammas Lord shrugged. “You fall naturally into command, Scribe, but do not forget who is master of this castle, whatever I have done to it. Come then, I will, for the lack of any servant with me, find a place to act as refuge for your father.”


    With that, he set off, one steady hand at Simon’s father’s elbow, as the Lost One himself hurried to take the other. He could not help but smile to himself at Ralph’s haughty words. There was indeed much to think of.


    


    Ralph


    


    He isn’t certain what he hoped to achieve by bringing together Simon and his father, but it surely isn’t this. When he enters the room, the jagged auras around both men almost send him out again and he curses himself for his own foolishness. What has this attempt been but an effort to make things right with his own father, an impossible mission? He should have left well alone, but the proximity of the scribe is setting him on edge in ways he doesn’t wish to consider deeply.


    The only thing they can do now is wait and regain strength. In the morning, he will take the best of the people who have stayed and search for Jemelda until he finds her. She cannot be allowed to destroy the crops and drive them to starvation and beyond, when they are barely keeping their grasp on life as it is. He will not permit her to win.


    At his side, Simon stops abruptly, bringing the three of them to a halt, and coughs. “You cannot do all things at once, Ralph. Even Lammas at its best wasn’t formed in one day-cycle.”


    How Ralph easily forgets that the scribe can read him so, and he snorts a response. “But it has been brought to its knees in almost less than that, and I have not been instrumental in stopping our fall. You cannot blame me for wanting to right a wrong.”


    “Indeed not, my good Lord, but for that, as you so wisely think, we need rest and then a plan. Jemelda cannot fire your fields twice in one day-cycle. She will at the very least need more fire-oil.”


    Something else flashes in Simon’s eyes, and Ralph catches his breath, already knowing the answering desire rushing through his blood. He breaks the man’s gaze and turns away. Such thoughts are not fitting, although for a moment he longs for nothing more than to take Simon to his bed, such as it is, and show him how little the concept of rest is on his mind. By the stars above, this latest disaster has shaken him too much. And there is so much he wants to say to Simon but not in the presence of his father, though by the gods he will say it soon.


    He shakes his head and continues walking. The old man stumbles but manages to stay upright, and Ralph slows his pace to compensate. The conversation with Simon has made him forget for a moment the needs of his father. The scribe of course makes no comment.


    At last, Ralph arrives at a small room in the servants’ quarters which has, barely, survived the war’s onslaught. It does however have the advantage of a roof and a few threadbare blankets that can be used for a man’s rest. Simon nods.


    “Thank you. This will be sufficient, I hope.”


    With that, Simon turns and helps his father to sit on the softest of the blankets. It looks as if he will busy himself with the task of persuading the old man, who has begun to shake and mutter once more, to sleep, and Ralph suspects this will not be an easy prospect. He has to speak to the scribe.


    In front of the man’s father, he cannot find the words, so instead he does the only thing he can think of. He takes the couple of strides needed to bring him to Simon’s side, reaches up and places shaking fingers on his former lover’s head.


    Simon flinches, brings his hand up and grasps Ralph’s arm, whether to shake him off or draw him closer the Lammas Lord can’t tell, but in any case it’s already too late. The link between them is forged, the colours of it red and blue and the brightest of silver, and the intensity of it sharp enough to divide them at the heart, or forge them together. The mind-cane in Simon’s care begins to sing a piercing note and Ralph gasps.


    You fool. The mind-voice is Simon’s, which is welcome although the tone of it is distinctly not. You cannot simply meddle with my thoughts without warning.


    It takes a while for Ralph to find his own thought-words for lack of recent usage, but he keeps his hold on the scribe while he battles for the necessary strength, and all the time the cane next to them is humming a rising song.


    Why so? he manages at last. Have you become so important than none may reach you without permission? Do you expect me to beg an audience with my Scribe?


    That is most definitely not what Ralph has meant to say, but Simon’s first mind-words have riled him beyond the reasonable limits of patience. Odd how he has meant to be conciliatory, after his fashion, and already they are arguing. It was never like that in the past.


    Unexpectedly Simon laughs, and Ralph can feel the echo of it within his mind, like a sudden rush of the warmest water. That is because in the past it was I who had to beg an audience, or any acknowledgement, from you, Lammas Lord. But I do not warn you because I am proud, or at least I hope I am not. I do not know how the mind-cane will react to your presence, that is all. I am not as much in control of its power as you may think.


    With that, Simon twists Ralph’s hand away from his head and the link is shattered. Both men are breathing hard. Ralph notices the cane is pulsating and the silver carving is sparking with fire, and he keeps a wary eye for whatever it has decided to do to him for his impulsiveness. The scribe turns his back on him and murmurs something Ralph can’t hear to the artefact. Then he brings it up to his forehead and places it where Ralph has been touching him. Simon shuts his eyes, takes an unsteady breath, and slowly the mind-cane’s wild movement and song begin to vanish.


    Ralph brushes his hand over his face, bringing away sweat which chills on his skin, and waits until both man and cane seem more composed. He sighs. It appears as if he must speak his thought aloud after all, no matter who is present. A quick glance at Simon’s father, however, shows the old man is lying down, eyes staring straight ahead at something Ralph can’t see, and still muttering words impossible to catch. By the gods and stars, the Hartstongues are a strange family, but then so too are the Tregannons. Perhaps there is nothing he can say in judgement at all.


    Simon nods, a quirk still on his lips, and to Ralph’s surprise takes him by the arm and draws them both out into the chill of the corridor.


    “My father will do himself no harm for a little while,” he says. “Speak, my good Lord, and say aloud whatever is on your mind tonight.”


    Ralph blinks. He has never known the scribe so seemingly confident or at ease with himself. He does not know how it has happened, but he envies it. No matter. For now he has something to say and he will say it.


    “We have history, you and I,” he says, speaking quietly at first but his voice gathering a greater strength as he continues. “Everyone knows it, and we know it. I have done things I am not proud of, and so have you, much of it at my bidding, but we cannot think of these now. You have changed, grown stronger, whereas I have the least power I have ever known. Nonetheless, I intend to build peace in my lands if I have to die to get it, and your presence here, with the mind-cane, has the ability to help achieve that. So, no matter what Jemelda believes or what she does, you must survive and rebuild this land again.”


    Simon laughs and steps back. “And if your former servant destroys what little there is left to build on, how can I and the mind-cane help then? Assuming we even understood what it was we could do.”


    “You will do what is needful when the time arrives, Simon,” Ralph replies, feeling in his blood both the truth of it and his companion’s confusion. “Tomorrow I will take a few of those left here and go to find Jemelda. You must take the seeds which remain and try to make them grow, the gods and stars know how but I see no other solution. The cane, and perhaps my emeralds, will help you. The important thing is that I do not destroy the land my father bequeathed me, Simon, because above all else I cannot countenance that shame.”


    When Ralph finishes speaking, his hands are clenched into fists and his skin feels hot. He did not mean for the conversation to turn to these matters so soon, as he meant to speak only about Simon, but he finds he could not and his only escape route is in the matters of the land, which itself rightly clamours for his attention.


    Simon’s reaction is not what he expects. The man slams him back into the wall behind and the jagged stone digs into his body. The mind-cane shines a piercing silver and Ralph cannot look directly at it because of the intensity.


    Do not speak of shame, Simon tells him mind to mind with no speech needed, when we both have shame enough to last us a life-cycle beyond measure, and when you yourself have barely the taste of it on your tongue. Believe me when I say you know nothing of shame.


    With that, he lets Ralph go. The Lammas Lord stares at him and knows he has not been mistaken. Beneath Simon’s anger is the same current of desire that runs through his own blood. It may overwhelm them both if they do not take care, as he fears if once he lets the scribe, no matter what he has become now, into his life again then the fate of the land he loves will be as the rivers after the flood which rise up at night and are gone again in the morning. He will not countenance any distraction to what he has sworn to do for his people.


    Simon wipes his hand up and across his face. He too is sweating.


    “We cannot do this now,” he says, his voice unsteady and gazing only at the mind-cane which is suddenly quieter. “As you say, there is too much else at stake we cannot afford to lose. But believe me, if the land survives and if we ourselves live, there will be a reckoning between us one day, my Lord. Now, go, all of us need to regain our strength.”


    With that, the scribe slips around Ralph’s frame and disappears back into the room that holds his father. The Lammas Lord is left alone in the draughty corridor and more than unsettled by what has occurred. Although there is no door to stop his continuing pursuit of the man, Simon’s message is clear and he has said what Ralph could not, for all his planning, bring himself to say, may the gods and stars damn them both. Because of it, Ralph cannot follow him. He would look like a beggar if he did, and he refuses to take on such a role more than he has already done so.


    However, Simon has given him his orders and, whilst obeying them goes against the grain of generations of Lammas rule, the command to rest remains a good one. With a muttered curse, Ralph turns on his heel and makes his way to his own quarters, far more open to the elements than are Simon’s.


    Behind him, he does not see the Lost One watching him go.

  


  
    

    Tenth Gathandrian Interlude


    


    Annyeke


    


    She woke even before dawn, her head full of visions of the Great Library. She could see books and parchments drifting over a level plain. It was the height of the summer-season, the sun warming her skin. Annyeke always suffered in the sun and made every effort to cover her head if she had to venture out. Now though, in this strange and waking dream, she had no sensation of burning. When she looked up, she could see a shape walking towards her over the layers of books strewn across the grass. Behind him, trees faded and vanished as if being pulled away by an unseen force. Gradually the shape became clearer and she could see the figure of a man, with sparks of silver flashing from the object he held. She knew at once it was the Lost One. Simon the scribe.


    She called out to him, but in her dream she had no voice and he did not respond to her mind. As he came nearer, she tried to reach out for him but her body would not obey her command and, at the last moment, Simon turned away, not even acknowledging her. Her heart filled with a strange and unfamiliar grief but she did not know what she mourned for. To her surprise, the Lost One came to a halt when she had imagined he would continue his journey.


    Annyeke sensed a deep silence fill her thoughts. She did not know where it came from or what its purpose was but she could not gainsay it. It was as pure as water and as clear as a summer-season sky. She closed her eyes and felt its permanence enter her skin and bones. In her mind she could see the great star clusters, as they swung the turning of the year-cycles across the sky. The fox, the oak and the wolf, then the river, the elm and the horseman. Their shapes and patterns melded into each other and then became themselves again. She did not understand the significance of what she was seeing. From her knowledge of the Lost One, Annyeke remembered Lord Tregannon had been born under the sign of the fox, and the Lammassers paid great attention to these symbols. The Gathandrians paid them less heed but she understood their importance in the Lammassers’ mind-set and would do well not to forget it. After the horseman came the lovers, the lone man and the mountain. At this latter, she swallowed hard because the mountain was dead and would not be seen again in this generation-cycle. Nothing they had done had been able to save it from destruction. Finally, the half-circle constellation of the owl floated across her vision, the sign of the Lost One himself. Odd how this part of her vision had started with Tregannon’s sign and ended with this one. There had to be a significance but she could not relate it to anything she knew or guessed at. She didn’t know how long this lasted in her dream but after a while, she became aware of a whisper in her mind. Nothing more than a mere breath and she thought it was only because of the silence that she could even hear it.


    The whisper came in a voice she did not recognise. It was neither the Lost One, nor Johan, nor Talus, nor any she knew in her life. Nor was it the voice of the Great Library. She wondered if it might be the Spirit of Gathandria itself, but such an answer belonged to the mystics, and she was none.


    The voice said this: Let the Lost One tell the story that is his own. Then silence will be no more and all shall be well.


    These words were repeated over and over again until Annyeke was sure they would remain part of her flesh and deepest memory for always. And then, just as suddenly, she knew the whisper had gone. In her dream, she opened her eyes, the Lost One turned to her, his expression one of enquiry and hope, and out of her mind one word filled the air.


    Yes.


    She woke with a gasp, the fragments of the dream clinging to her thoughts. The stars and the silence, the silence and the stars. And something in between both: the words of the whisper. She needed to act on them and soon. But how, by the gods?


    There in the quietness of her bed, beside the sleeping form of the man she loved, Annyeke concentrated in the very depths of her mind. She focused on her special place, the garden she loved and where she felt most at peace. If anything she did could contact the Gathandrian Spirit, then her garden would be the best place to start. Even better, and if she could achieve it without waking Johan, she would seize the nearest cloak for warmth and stand in the garden itself until some kind of an answer came to her.


    Without more delay, she wove a mind-net around Johan so she would not disturb him. Talus, she thought, would probably sleep through any noise she made. Then she slid out of bed, padded to her dressing-stool and searched for a cloak until she found one. She slipped it over her night-clothes and crept out of the bed-area, through the kitchen and outside. At the same time, she kept her mind-focus so the colours and shades in her thought would echo and enrich the garden in her world.


    The land was on the cusp between deepest night and the start of the day. She could see the faint glimmer of rose-coloured light, messenger of morning, across the eastern sky. The stars were harder to see, but she could well remember the patterns they made, even without the vividness of her dream. A soft breeze lifted her hair a little and she smoothed it down, although of course it did have a life of its own, and no amount of smoothing would give her any elegance. The thought made her smile.


    From instinct, and driven by a compulsion she couldn’t quite place, she made her way towards her lemon tree, the most beloved of her plants. At the start of the wars, it had been bereft of any leaves, but as they progressed, some growth had come to it, starting with the one leaf she’d seen there after Johan and Isabella – poor Isabella! – had begun their journey to Lammas. Later more leaves had sprouted, but since the onset of winter and the Library’s demise there had been no more.


    She expected to see none this morning. She was wrong.


    She smelt the tree almost before she saw it, though surely this was impossible as the budding-season was many week-cycles from now. The ghostly shape of the branches glimmered in the low light and for a moment Annyeke thought they were actually moving before she realised it was the abundance of leaves adorning the tree and not the branches themselves which swayed in the slight breeze. She peered closer, the breath catching in her throat, and saw the leaves were not green but the purest white. The pale pink dawn caught their brightness and all but dazzled her even in the gloom. And although there were no buds, the leaves themselves gave out the lemon scent.


    She reached out and took hold of one of them. It felt like parchment to her touch, with none of the smoothness she associated with her tree. What did such a thing mean? Annyeke could not fathom it. The leaf came off in her hand and, at the same time, she heard a movement behind her. When she turned round she saw it was Johan. Despite her best efforts, she must have woken him.


    “Look,” she said, too startled to even think of connecting fully with his mind. “Look at the tree.”


    Johan did so, taking hold of her hand and drawing her to himself. “It’s beautiful. What does it mean?”


    She shook her head. “I don’t know. I’m not even sure whether this is real or a dream. Because I dreamt of the Lost One, Johan, before waking up and coming here, and then the tree was like this.”


    She explained to him what had been in her dream and he frowned as he tried to put the pieces together. She could feel in her blood the working of his thought. From instinct, his mind melded with her own in wild sparks and dances of colour, red and blue and the brightest of yellows, and it was then that what was right and what was needed came together, and she knew, from the dream, from the tree and from the man she loved what she must do.


    In order to defeat Iffenia and the power of the Book of Blood, she must contact the Lost One again, but would he be able to complete what the Great Spirit asked of him?


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Fourteen: Dreams


    


    Simon


    


    Simon woke with a start, his mind filled with images of vast empty fields, strange white leaves and Annyeke. Next to him he caught the faint glow of the cane and, when he turned to the other side, he saw his father was sleeping. Lucky for him as yesterday had not been restful. First, the foolish attempts to speak with the old man, then the demands of the Lammas Lord and his own response too, and finally the long hour-cycles before sleep became necessary.


    Morning had come too soon. There was much to do and consider. The mind-cane’s brightness was rising, and he could sense the beginnings of its song in his thought.


    Hush, he said. I know you are here. I am awake.


    The cane danced to his hand as if it had been waiting all this time for his call. The song ceased its journey and Simon was aware of a deep silence in his mind, accompanied only by the colour green, one he associated with Ralph and the emeralds of course.


    The most important story is near and you must listen to it.


    The words rose in him as if they’d been waiting a lifetime to be heard. Simon clutched the cane to his chest and felt the slow hum it made transferring to his skin. He knew the voice was the cane’s but it was also something of his own. By the gods and stars, he could not interpret it. Perhaps it was too early for such magic, and it was certainly too dark in the room where Ralph had lodged them. He needed to be up and in the air, where things might seem clearer. In the past, when he’d been on the run, flitting like a ghost from habitation to habitation, it had been so. The outside air was his refuge.


    He could not leave without his father though, because no matter how difficult their reunion was proving, he could not abandon the old man. With a sigh, Simon laid a hand on his father’s shoulder and shook him awake, but gently.


    His father groaned, murmured and sat up. He said nothing and Simon was glad of it. Conversation hadn’t succeeded before, and besides he didn’t know what to say, so in silence he helped the old man to his feet and then together the two of them began to retrace their steps through the corridors and shattered rooms of Ralph’s domain and into the courtyard. The mind-cane lay quiet in his grasp.


    As Simon made his way outside, matching his pace to his father’s slower gait and occasionally steadying him when he looked likely to stumble, the memory of how Ralph’s home used to be came flooding in. In the time when Simon had served the Lammas Lord as lover and accessory to murder, no matter how grim the day-cycle, there had always been life here. The servants hurrying to bring bread and root-wine to break their master’s fast, the maids sweeping the floors and preparing the linen to wash, even the restlessness of the castle dogs as they hungered for the few scraps that might fall from the plates and platters. Beyond the castle too there had been a sense of bustle and purpose. The tradesmen preparing their booths for another day-cycle’s business in the outer courtyard, bakers, potters and the travelling herb-sellers as he himself had been. And, finally, there had been the soldiers, and the noise and energy they had brought. How he had hated and feared them in the recent past, and how strange he missed them now. He did not believe he would see that world again. No matter, they – he – must make another in which the Lammassers could dwell. It was what he had returned to do.


    Once outside, he looked upward until he spotted the snow-raven. The bird was perched on a remnant of the castle walls. When he saw Simon, the raven stretched his wings and cried out a single golden-edged note before lifting off silently and gliding down to the earth next to the two men. Simon’s father gave a low moan and tried to get away.


    “It’s all right,” Simon said, laying his hand on the old man’s arm. “The raven won’t hurt you.”


    His father continued to shake but made no further attempt to escape as the bird hopped nearer. At the same moment, Ralph swept out of the castle and began to stride across the courtyard towards him. Simon noticed the leg injury he’d sustained during the wars barely slowed him, but then again, that was typical of the Lammas Lord in full flight. He would allow nothing to stop him. In that, Simon thought, he was not too far away from either the snow-raven or the mind-cane.


    “Simon,” Ralph said in greeting, nothing more than a mere acknowledgement of his presence. “As guests in my home, I should offer you sustenance, but there is none. We must save what we have for the midday hour when we might need it most. But there will be water in the kitchen and perhaps a cup or two of broth. Jemelda always …”


    The Lammas Lord broke off and a shadow passed over his face. Simon waited until Ralph breathed easier again.


    “Then let us drink whilst we can, my lord,” he said quietly.


    In the kitchen area, upon their entrance Frankel came hurrying out of the recesses. Ralph’s young steward lurked behind him, casting unhappy glances at the mind-cane. Simon could feel the boy’s fear even without the gift of sensing thought, as the colours of orange and black filled his imagination.


    “The cane will not harm you,” he said. “We have come here for refreshment, not to cause pain.”


    At being addressed so, the boy ducked his head and disappeared into the back rooms behind the kitchen area. A moment or so later, he returned, carrying a pitcher of water which he placed as carefully as possible on the table, while Frankel fetched beakers and stools.


    “Thank you,” Simon said, though he had not meant his words to the boy as a command but more as a reassurance. Ralph too nodded his gratitude. This close, Simon could catch his feelings clearly but whether that was a good thing or not remained to be seen.


    Ralph sat and Simon likewise helped his father to sit before taking his own seat opposite the Lammas Lord. He laid the mind-cane across his knees, out of sight. The warmth of it infiltrated his skin and he felt his thoughts sparking with its nearness. He waited for Frankel and the boy to take their places but they did not and he realised, with a jolt, how ingrained were the habits of service even now.


    As Ralph began to speak, grasping his beaker of water closer to himself but not tasting it, Simon reached across and tapped him gently on the arm. Ralph stopped at once, frowning, and Simon too had to shake his head to dissipate the wave of sensation the simple touch generated in him.


    “My lord,” he said. “Can you not allow your people to sit? We are all equal in need and purpose this day-cycle.”


    Shock-waves of colour from the Lammas Lord broke into Simon’s head, black and purple and the deepest crimson. It was all he could do not to stumble away from the table at the onslaught, and he gripped the cane tighter so it did not respond. What he had said was right and he would not take it back. It was time for matters to change in the Lammas Lands and it was up to Ralph to change them.


    


    Ralph


    


    Today he feels stronger, in spite of yesterday’s fire and battle, and rises early to make some kind of token gesture to his gods. Always he has been vacillating in his commitment to the stars and gods of Lammas, preferring the clarity of war and known plans to the mysteries Simon has clung to. But this morning, he wakes refreshed and with his dreams full of the Tregannon emeralds and unknown trees of such purity and summer scent as he has never seen, at least not in these lands. His prayer is short but intense, and afterwards he dresses quickly, smoothes his hair into place and leaves the castle. There’s no time to wash and, besides, all their water should be set aside for drinking. It is better thus.


    Simon is up before him, with his entourage of the cane, the raven and his father. The sight of him makes Ralph blink but he has no time for anything beyond the purpose he has and indeed they are soon installed in the castle kitchen with Frankel and his steward in their customary places.


    Then Simon surprises him once more. “My lord, can you not allow your people to sit? We are all equal in need and purpose this day-cycle.”


    The brief touch which accompanies these challenging words all but undoes Ralph, but he manages somewhere to keep the mask he needs to wear before his servants. This naturally does not fool Simon who purses his lips and withdraws his hand. Damn the man for knowing his depths when he does not wish to acknowledge them himself.


    Ralph sits back on his stool, gazes at Simon and then at the two servants. The boy is staring only at the ground and the tips of his ears are red, but Frankel is glancing first at his lord and then at Simon, eyes shifting like shadows across water.


    Finally, Ralph speaks. “Perhaps you are right. The day-cycles are different. Please, sit.”


    His final command is addressed to Frankel and the boy, but both take some time to obey and he makes a gesture of impatience before they are at last sitting round the table, conspirators together for the future of their country.


    “Good,” Ralph says, taking them all in, even Simon, even his father, with his gaze. “This is what we will do.”


    


    Jemelda


    


    She woke with dreams flooding through her memory and her waking felt like a shock of cold water on a hot day. Something stirred inside her: the same sensation of change she had felt since the war and which had been growing in her blood ever since was this day-cycle more overwhelming, and more welcome. For the first time, she found she did not miss Frankel, and instead she scrambled to her feet and stepped outside the cave to look for Thomas. She could rely on him.


    Outside the morning skies were clear and she could see a flock of tree-thrushes flying north. A sign of the end of winter, but surely it was too soon? Snows still covered the higher ground though none had fallen overnight, and her hands were rubbed raw with the iciness, and the experiences of yesterday also. Fire-oil was dangerous and she herself had used it sparingly in the Tregannon kitchens. Now in the glade between the cave and the trees, she could see Thomas sitting on the largest of the rocks and intent on something in his hands. The men had slept in the smaller of the caves, and the women in the larger. Jemelda had thought it best.


    Thomas looked up as she approached. Nearer, she saw he was sharpening a large knife which glittered in the sunlight. She’d never seen the blacksmith with such an object outside his work before and the strangeness inside her leapt up and rejoiced in the sight before fading away again, for the moment.


    He answered her question before she could think to ask it.


    “I started making this when the murdering bastard took away the woman I loved,” he said. “It wasn’t finished before the war ruined everything and I had to leave it behind when I fled the village. Now I have found it again I intend to use it to kill the scribe and tear him apart so he can never live again, Jemelda, and I will make it the best it can be for that purpose.”


    She nodded. His words were good and she could only echo them.


    “It is what I should have done when we tried to hang him on the tree,” Thomas continued, but this time as if he were talking only to himself. “I was a fool not to do it.”


    “You thought he was dead and dead forever,” Jemelda replied, putting a comforting hand on Thomas’s shoulder. “We all thought the same.”


    Thomas shuddered, as if her touch alone had brought him back into the cool winter morning and, without it, he might have been a thousand fields away where Jemelda could not reach him. He gazed up at her, stilling the movement of his hands as they worked across the metal.


    “Do you think the murderer cannot die?” he asked her. “Is that what you believe? That even the realms of the dead will not welcome him?”


    “I do not know,” she admitted. “But in these time-cycles it is better to try another recipe than to attempt again one which has already failed. And who knows? The revenge I desire is still to come. There are other ways of killing, and you, Thomas, will have a part in it. I promise you.”


    He nodded at that, his expression lightening. The day would soon be upon them in its fullness, and the sun would see Jemelda’s people and herself at their chosen work. Something told her there was little time and she intended to use it well.

  


  
    

    Eleventh Gathandrian Interlude


    


    Annyeke


    


    It took Annyeke the length of several stories to persuade the elders she could trust how she needed to travel back to Lammas to tell Simon what he needed to know. The Chair-Maker was not present. Annyeke had not allowed it, but instead he had remained in his former dwelling which she had protected with a powerful mind-net so he could not leave without her knowing it. When she had shared what she knew of Iffenia and the Book of Blood, the gathered elders had been silent, both in shock and in grief, and their shifting mind-colours had almost made her gasp. Perhaps there were indeed no words for it.


    About her plan, Johan too was uncertain, letting her sense his concerns about the danger of the trip. In fact it felt as if the whole of the Gathandrian leadership was ranged against her and for the first time she found herself having some measure of sympathy with the First Elder before her, even in spite of his errors.


    “It is the way forward, I know it,” she said, reverting to speaking aloud as she paced the length of the old Council meeting room. The last time she’d been here was just after Johan and Isabella had left for Lammas, and the elders had summoned her to them. Then, she had been wary and the walls had been solid. Now she was wary still, but for different reasons, and the room was almost nothing more than broken stone and memories. “I must go back to let the Lost One know he holds the power to let both our lands live again by the strength of the stories that are his, and the stories that he has yet to tell. It is he who will truly begin to heal us.”


    “What makes you think that, Annyeke?” This from the Mentor, and she was glad he had taken his lead from her and spoken aloud also. Everything must be in the open so all could hear. This would be their way from now onwards and they would have to get used to it.


    In any case, her answer was easy. “I dreamt it and, when I woke, the lemon tree in my garden blossomed with parchment instead of leaves. I knew then it longed for stories, and the Lost One also calls himself the Scribe, so who better to tell those stories for us? The tales of the Great Library lie shattered and, because of the situation in Lammas and the potential for civil battle there, we do not have enough time to rebuild them, not alone. The power of our city and our lives lie in our stories. In order to live well, we need them.”


    “And what makes you believe the Lost One can do this task? It does not lie in our legends, First Elder.”


    The Mentor’s question was one she knew she would have to deal with, but she’d wished it not quite so soon.


    “I know it does not,” she said, “and, believe me, I understand and acknowledge the power of our legends to move and inform us. But when I accepted the First Eldership, I accepted it knowing we needed, under my leadership, to try something new. This is something new.”


    The Mentor shook his head. “That was akin to the approach of the elder before you, an approach which led us along paths tangled with difficulties, and leading only to disaster.”


    Annyeke blinked. Whilst she sensed he did not wish to challenge her outright, the Mentor’s words had been almost as cutting as the glass-making profession he bore. She stood up from the table and paced towards the once-beautiful window looking onto the park-area. When she swung round, she knew all eyes were upon her, and the elders were waiting for her answer. She opened her mouth but someone else spoke before her.


    “The old ways have failed, twice. It is time for a new story and, for that, we must walk the new ways laid out before us.”


    At the sound of this unfamiliar voice, Annyeke stared at the man who had spoken. As did all gathered in the meeting room with her. It was good to have their attention elsewhere for a while. Everything then between them became silent, because the elder who had spoken was the Silent One, the one who was destined never to speak, the one whose quietness held them in harmony, or was intended to. His voice sounded like the warmest of summer nights when the skies were clear and the air perfumed with pomegranate blossom. She wondered why he had left it so long to say what he must need to.


    It was up to her, as First Elder, to approach him, and she felt the weight of expectation, even Johan’s, at her back.


    She straightened her shoulders and made her way to the Silent One, or perhaps that should be the previously Silent One. He stood up at her approach, and nodded briefly. Close up, she could see the golden flecks in his eyes and the way the colour of his hair shimmered so its precise shade could never be decided upon. This close, she could sense his own surprise as well. So many imaginings dwelt in his mind and none, up to now, had ever been heard.


    His lips moved, but this time there was no sound. Something in his eyes and thought caught her, however, and she gasped. Reaching out, she touched the edge of his mouth with her fingers and felt the power of words leap into her skin and fill her flesh and mind. Then the Silent One stepped back and she felt the vast reaches of the power he contained in so frail a vessel leave her. For a heartbeat, she missed them beyond measure, but then she knew she could not live the way she wanted to, nor rule her country, if his words, the words of the Spirit, were melded with her skin. Only one elder and his family could do that and live.


    The Silent One nodded before brushing one hand across his mouth as if her contact there had taken something from him. Or gifted him with something. At the same time, she sensed Johan’s curiosity rise.


    “I did not expect to speak,” the Silent One whispered, the speech falling from his tongue as something unknown. “But the stories and what they might be compelled me.”


    “Tell us what you know,” Annyeke commanded, “by the gods and stars.”


    The Silent One nodded and again all around him was silent, as silent as the air before a perfect music is played. He swallowed.


    “The words are mine and my family’s,” he said. “They come from our legends and our lives, both now and from the past. But the words themselves tell me it is not enough. There are spaces waiting to be filled before the peace which longs to visit us can be fully here. It is seen in the First Elder’s dream and in the leaves of the lemon tree. The Lost One and the story are united and one must tell the other if we are to begin again. Our First Elder is not as the one before, Mentor, and will not, I know, destroy us. There. I have spoken. My words here are done.”


    The air altered in the room, and something passed over the Silent One’s face so Annyeke knew he would not speak again.


    She waited for the other elders to say something, whether it would be for her or against her but, to her surprise, it was Johan who broke the silence.


    “I will stand by the First Elder,” he said, a half-smile glimmering on his lips amidst the seriousness that lay beneath, always. “I have never known her to let me or anyone down, although her actions and decisions often surprise me. In any case, though I am concerned for her safety in this venture, the Spirit has spoken through one who speaks not, and I take my place at Annyeke’s side.”


    With that, he turned to stand square at her shoulder and she felt the quietness as golden as the autumn-season between them. She gazed round at the elders, picking each one out in turn and ending with the Silent One, who nodded as if she had spoken something directly to him, but she had not.


    The affirmation, when it came, was simple and from them all: the word yes echoing in her head with the voice of each elder part of its music.


    “Thank you,” she said aloud, so that Johan would not be left out in any manner. “Then we must do it now. I must travel to the Lammas Lands and meet with the Lost One.”


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Fifteen: Battles and Silence


    


    Simon


    


    As Ralph set out his plan there in the Lammas castle kitchen, it seemed sensible enough, although Simon was no tactician. The remaining seeds would be guarded in storage on a day-cycle rolling rota, whilst the most important fields would gain the same level of protection. The small number of men and women amongst them would be stretched, but they had little choice. This morning-cycle, Ralph and a handful of men, some former soldiers, would track Jemelda’s whereabouts and see if some kind of peace could be reached. Simon had little confidence it would be but he was pleased Ralph was trying. He had assumed the Lammas Lord would fight first and only think of talking later, if anyone was left alive.


    You underestimate me, Scribe.


    The shock of Ralph’s continuing link with him made Simon blink and he glanced down to see the soft silver glow on the mind-cane’s carving. It must be strengthening the connection between Ralph and himself for reasons of its own, though he could not fathom them. Quickly Simon span a mind-net round his thoughts and saw Ralph’s slight smile fade. He turned away.


    “So,” Ralph said, bringing his plans to a close. “That is what we will do.”


    “Unless anyone has any other suggestions,” Simon said quietly.


    Ralph stared at him and then nodded. “Indeed, unless anyone has anything else to say.”


    Nobody did, so Ralph rose to his feet and gestured towards the doorway. With the Lammas Lord, no sooner was something decided than it was done. How Simon remembered that. But just as he too rose, like the others, to follow, there was a shimmer of green in the courtyard, and Simon could feel a great cry in his thought which pierced through all nets and defences.


    “Simon?”


    Ralph’s voice shook him back into himself, but the terrible pain of the cry remained. Outside, the shimmer of green began to dance and flash. Simon started to run, the mind-cane firm in his grip.


    “It’s the emeralds,” he shouted. “Someone is coming to us. It’s not working. They’re in pain.”


    Ralph was right behind Simon as he juddered to a halt in front of the shifting streaks of green. Whatever was going on, and whoever was making this journey, it wasn’t enough to get them here. No more deaths, by the gods and stars, he had promised himself once and he would do his best to keep his word.


    “Do you have your emeralds?” he asked Ralph, and the Lammas Lord nodded, delving into his belt-bag and retrieving a handful.


    Simon snatched them up, although in truth it was more as if they’d lifted into his palm themselves. He could feel a sudden warmth where they touched him. In his other hand the mind-cane began to sing.


    “What can you do?” Ralph asked him, a frown creasing his forehead as his gaze danced from Simon to the fluctuating circle of green and back.


    “Trust me,” said Simon.


    As Ralph and his servants watched, Simon took the emeralds and flung them as hard as he could towards the skies. As they flew upwards, he took the mind-cane, its song piercing his thoughts and mingling with the cries of the traveller, and swept it through the arc of the emeralds as they fell. When the ebony cane touched the sparkling emeralds, the black-and-green melded together, forming for one wild moment a perfect circle. In it, Simon could see the figure of a woman struggling to escape and knew at once it was Annyeke.


    Ralph was at his side at an instant.


    Take my hand, now, Simon said in his mind, praying Annyeke would hear him and somehow she did as she stretched out her fingers, grasped Ralph and then him, and at the next heartbeat all three of them were sprawled on the courtyard cobbles. Around them, the cane and the emeralds clattered to the ground.


    While Simon scrabbled to his feet, Ralph was already helping Annyeke. The Lammas Lord handed her two of the emeralds he’d retrieved as she dusted down her skirts although to Simon’s untrained eye she looked far neater than he felt.


    “Not my best journey ever,” she said with a smile, although her voice broke a little, “but it warms my mind to see you again, Lost One.”


    Simon could think of nothing whatsoever to say in return and simply hugged her, thanking the gods and stars she was safe.


    Annyeke broke the hug quickly, her expression serious.


    “I know you and the Lammas Lands have much to occupy you,” she said, glancing at Ralph before returning her gaze to Simon. “But there are other battles we need to fight.”


    Simon snorted. “There are always other battles, Annyeke. So many of them I wonder we will ever have peace.”


    “Yes, I know,” she replied, “but peace also comes by fighting for it.”


    Yes, he imagined it did. Indeed, Annyeke had fought bravely in Gathandria for her ward Talus and had defeated the mind-executioner for all time-cycles in a way Simon could never have done. He needed to listen to her.


    “Speak,” he said, “and then we will fulfil as best we can the commands Lord Tregannon has given us.”


    Ralph’s expression was carefully neutral at this delay of his mission, but Simon could sense the jagged red and green of his impatience.


    “If that is acceptable to you all?” he added, turning to take in the small group of gathered people with his glance.


    After a heartbeat or two, Ralph nodded. His agreement seemed to speak for the rest also, but then who amongst them would object now Jemelda had gone?


    “Bring the First Elder a cup of water,” the Lammas Lord said. “I believe she has need of it.”


    His steward ran to obey, though Simon doubted any water today would be fresh. Still he couldn’t help but admire the confidence with which Ralph had spoken, as if unexpected guests could be easily catered for in these difficult times. Annyeke too must have caught the sense of Ralph’s action as he saw her hide her smile. The Lammas Lord must have temporarily forgotten the depths of the Gathandrians’ mind-skills.


    The First Elder’s smile didn’t last for long.


    She stepped closer to Simon. “It will be quicker if I link with you to explain what I believe. Will you allow it?”


    Simon didn’t respond as such. He simply reached for her hand and laid her fingers on his forehead. At once the sensations of emptiness and colour filled his mind and he was sure he could smell lemons, but he couldn’t think why. Within moments, he had understood what it was she wanted and why she thought it was right. The leaves, the parchment, the sense of space, and longing too. The role of the dead Iffenia in the heart of Jemelda and the influence of the Book of Blood overwhelmed him but, however strange and terrifying, he knew what she conveyed was the truth. He stepped away from the link, half stumbling, and felt the shape of the mind-cane imprint itself on the palm of his hand where his grip had tightened.


    “I have no stories to tell, Annyeke,” he said. “None which can save two countries. Not against such dark magic.”


    Ralph touched him on the shoulder, and Simon felt a flare of intent, crimson and blue, flash between them both. Ralph let go at once. He was frowning. “What do you mean? What has she told you?”


    Simon brought the cane up to his chest and took a strange kind of comfort from its warmth. At the same time, he heard a piercing note of song and the snow-raven fluttered down from the skies in a dance of clear whiteness, causing Annyeke to look warily in the bird’s direction. Knowing her instinctive dislike of the bird, he stepped between the First Elder and the snow-raven, swallowed and spoke.


    “While we fight for survival here,” he said, softly at first but gaining confidence as he continued, “Gathandria is also fighting to rebuild its great city and to rebuild our land. Our destinies are linked. The powers of rebellion given to your former cook are helped by the enemies of Gathandria in ways I struggle to comprehend. The dead spirit of the wife of one of the elders dwells in Jemelda, or so Annyeke tells me and so I believe. Perhaps this is why we have struggled to overcome her. But there is a way out of the pain of battle. Stories helped Johan and me survive on our journey to Gathandria, and now the elders believe stories can bring a lasting peace, and make our earth and air flourish again as they should do. They believe the purity of them will overcome our enemies and invigorate the land, so true peace will be restored more quickly.”


    Ralph’s response was instant, as Simon had expected. “If this is right, then we must do it. Show us how, Lost One.”


    Simon raised his eyebrows at Ralph’s use of his given title, surely the first time he’d said it, but did not comment. “You do not understand. The stories, so Annyeke says, must come from me, but I have already told those I know and I don’t think the land can use for survival and growth what has already been used for safety. Besides, in the First Elder’s dream, the parchment leaves which appeared to her were clear, which points to something new. But I am, or I was, a scribe only, a man who writes other people’s stories and the legends of the past. I am not someone who creates them from nothing. This is madness.”


    The First Elder stepped forward. “No, it is not madness, and you must listen. You have skills you do not entirely know and which have not even been thought of yet. The legends tell us so and we see it in your fellowship with the mind-cane and the snow-raven. Your powers and those gifted to you brought you back to life from the dead, which surely means you are a legend in the making, if anything can be in these day-cycles. The Book of Blood has given power to those who fight us with its emptiness. So we must fight like with like, and create something where nothing exists also. I do not exactly know how you will do it, but I know you must. Please, Simon.”


    Simon couldn’t help it. He laughed. “Each time I have any dealings with you Gathandrians, you ask me to do the impossible.”


    “Yes, that may be true,” Annyeke cut in before he could continue. “But have we ever failed you, Lost One, or in the end have you ever failed us?”


    Simon grew quiet then, the truth of what she said filling his blood and memory. He needed to think.


    Finally, he looked down at the cane and heard the low note of the snow-raven once more, but whether that was aloud or only for him he could not say. “So, you wish me to make a new legend. To make new words out of my silence. Is that it?”


    Annyeke closed her eyes briefly and then she smiled at him. “Yes. It is time for our lands to have a new story, even as we fight to give it room to grow. You must make a decision, please, Lost One.”


    Simon swallowed.


    “Then I will do it,” he said.


    


    Jemelda


    


    It didn’t take her long to plan the day-cycle for her people, and soon the women were heading to the woods nearest the village to destroy what sustenance they could find. Jemelda was determined to drive the scribe into the open where he would be more vulnerable. She and the rest of her small group would take the trees on the furthest side, near where the mountains used to be. It was important to rid the land of its remaining food, berries, roots and such like, now the earliest of the field-crops was gone. They would take enough to store for themselves and any who decided to join them, but the rest would have to starve until the murderer was dead. So be it. Her purpose was clear.


    It was hard work however, as she had known it would be. The wind chilled her through the tunic she wore and the occasional flurry of late snow froze her skin. Whenever she could, she checked how those around her were coping with the conditions and, for the most part, they looked well enough, under these circumstances. Still, she would have given all the sweet venison in the land to have strong gloves for them to wear, as the briars and thorns tore at their fingers while they plucked the berries and nuts from the branches. Not that the fruits of the season were rich in shape or abundance, but they were sustenance and must be dealt with.


    Finally they had stripped the trees in that area of their food, and returned to the cave, to meet with the women who were there before them, fresh from their similar mission of destruction. Because of this, the Lammas Lord and his men would soon be searching for them, she knew it and, even without the murderer’s mind-powers, the cave was the obvious place to start. They would need another refuge.


    “Thank you, all of you,” Jemelda said. “You are good people, and together … together we will restore our fortunes. Thank you.”


    Unexpected tears filled her eyes but she blinked them away. She felt a brief touch on her arm. It was Thomas. She squared her shoulders and nodded at him, knowing she had to show leadership or this mission would never succeed.


    “Come then,” she said to all. “Let us go beyond the furthest edge of the woods, to the place where nobody ventures. There we will be together and can give each other strength, and there it will be most difficult for the murderer and his allies to find us, until we are ready for him.”


    She waited for a ripple of agreement, albeit reluctant, to flow through the small group and then she turned and began the journey, knowing in her heart the people would follow her. What other hope did they have?


    The path from the cave would lead them away from the village and round to the south-west, skirting the winter fields and the edge of the wood, but this would take longer. Something in her blood told her they needed to hurry. The jaggedness in her head drove her onwards. They would need the quicker way, though the depths of the trees, and the perils which lay there would have to be faced and overcome, by the gods and stars above. This, therefore, was the direction she took.


    “Wait!” It was one of the night-women who called her back. “We can’t go that way. It will be full of danger.”


    Jemelda nodded and stretched out her arms to her. “I understand, please believe me. But there is so much danger everywhere we look that a little more will be only as crumbs at a feast. Besides, Tregannon’s men and the murderous scribe will soon be seeking for us after last night and there will be more danger again. Yes, there are wolves in the woods, we have heard them often enough in the past when we slept safely in our beds. Those time-cycles have gone and, though there are wolves, we also have each other, and no wolf would attack a group of people. Provided we stay close, we will be safe enough. We do not have time to take the more secure route.”


    “But what about the unknown terrors in that part of the trees?” the woman persisted, and Jemelda shook her head.


    “Those are but legends,” she said softly, reaching out to take the woman’s cold hand in hers. “They have no truth in them. If they did, do you not think that whatever lies in the woods would have been roaming our land by now, with the real terrors and loss we have lived through?”


    The woman made no reply to this, and the rest were silent also, although some of the men shuffled their feet and glanced away. Jemelda herself wondered at her words. In the recent past, she had put good store by the legends and believed what many told her, but now her life was different and she could not be that woman again. She would never be so. Then something changed in the air and she understood the people had yielded to her.


    “Come,” she said softly. “Follow me, keep together and we will all be safe enough.”


    This time, she heard them follow and did not look back. Thus far had the power of what she had said brought them, and she was determined she would lose none of her people today, whatever they might face.


    As she walked, something puzzled at her mind, but she could not grasp it fully. It felt as if an unseen presence was nipping at her skin like a young puppy. She kept glancing around, half-expecting to glimpse a stranger alongside her on the path but there was nobody with them beyond those she already knew. Once, out of the corner of her eye, she thought she saw a white flash in the undergrowth but when she looked fully there was nothing there. She was being foolish, and she had no time for fantasies. There was work to be done.


    Thomas stepped alongside her.


    “Did you see it, Jemelda?” he asked her. “The white streak tracking our every move.”


    “Yes,” she said, realising she should have paid more attention and focused more closely on the journey than the destination. Perhaps this was what leadership might be about, and for the first time she found herself feeling some sympathy for her former lord. Not enough though, not by many fields, oh no. “Yes, I saw it, but only a glimpse.”


    “It was like parchment,” Thomas said, eyes shadowed in the gloom. “Such as the murderer used to take for his stories, but nothing was written on it.”


    Jemelda shook her head. She could make no sense of what they had seen and therefore could not think on it. Still the jaggedness within leapt up in a flare of black and red, and she had to take several deep breaths to come to terms with the strange and rising sense of triumph.


    “No matter,” she said quickly. “If it does not harm us, there is no need to concern ourselves with it. In the end, it may even bring our purpose closer. Who knows?”


    Not waiting for any answer, she continued her journey with a greater confidence. Still, even though she had denied the power of the legends, they still lurked at the edges of her understanding and in her blood. At the corner, the wood began with oaks and elders, their branches snagging at her threadbare cloak and the remains of snowfall sliding onto her hair as she brushed past. She could smell the earthiness of bracken and bark, and the breeze’s dank chill made her shiver. In the weak winter sunlight there had been some kind of warmth, but here she found none.


    Behind her, she heard someone stumble and cry out but, by the time she swung round to help, the woman who had almost fallen had recovered. She nodded at Jemelda who smiled, briefly, and continued their journey.


    “Be careful,” she whispered, “and keep as close to me and each other as you can.”


    Once again Jemelda did not wait for an answer as the need to forge a path through the woods to what she trusted would be a refuge on the other side was almost overwhelming. She could feel the tension in her neck and rubbed her shoulders to try and ease it but it did no good. It was so dark, darker than she had ever imagined. If she let the lurking fear of the legends overcome her, it might feel as if she and her people would never see daylight again. No wonder the Lammassers never travelled here, and no wonder the wolves made their home in this place.


    How she wished the murderer had never come to them and the war had never begun. Soon the stars would surely turn and shine more kindly on them once more. Until then, all she had to do was guard her people and bring them quickly to the safety beyond the wood. Surely the gods would allow her such a small request. There, perhaps, the day she longed for would come upon them. The stars knew she was ready for it.


    So she kept on walking, fighting her way through the undergrowth, praying as she’d never prayed before that they would soon reach the safety and completion she longed for. Her heart was beating fast and her skin was hot, even in the coldness which assaulted them all. Her hands and arms were scratched with the effort of beating down the thorns and stray branches, and she hoped she was providing some measure of protection to those behind her.


    They must have been nearly halfway through the woods when the strange flash of white appeared again, this time directly in front of her. For a moment she thought it was a wolf and, in spite of all her determination, cried out and came to an abrupt halt. She spread her arms wide as if to protect them from its sharp jaws and only then did she see it was no animal. Neither was it anything she recognised but simply a flow of whiteness drifting through the trees. It made her heart rise, and she blinked and tried to see more clearly in the gloom.


    “That’s it,” Thomas whispered in her ear. She had not realised he had been so close behind her. “It’s the vision, the blank parchment. It must be some evil thing sent by the murderer. See, we must destroy it and then perhaps the murderer’s power will be gone.”


    Before she could stop him, the blacksmith pushed her aside so she fell against the roughness of bark, and then darted towards the vision, flailing wildly in an attempt to seize it. The shimmer of white separated and flowed over him so for one long moment Jemelda could no longer see him at all. She heard him scream out and a wave of anger pushed her forward, shouting, as if any of her words might drive away whatever it was which had been sent to attack them.


    A heartbeat later and the whiteness surrounded Jemelda too. She thought she might have cried out but couldn’t be sure as her voice was nothing but emptiness and air. Every thought, every wish, every hatred and every love was sucked from her as if she were nothing but vapour, as if she had never been born.


    Beyond this, however, something stronger than her very self, that wilder presence she could not begin to name held on to her. A rush of sound in her ears, like water, then she stretched out her hands and met the softness of cloth and the warmth of skin. She would save this man from his own foolishness; he was necessary for her purpose.


    Thomas?


    How she longed to say his name but her tongue was trapped and she could not speak. Thomas. In her grasp he was suddenly a dead weight and she could barely hold him, and herself, upright. What was happening? This was her time, her mission and she would allow none to thwart it. Thomas’ foolhardiness would ruin all her plans and desire. He might even kill them all.


    She could not allow him to do this evil. And she would not: from inside her in a place she didn’t know she had, a scarlet rage exploded. It filled the blankness of her blood and mind, gave power to her skin and flesh so she could reach for Thomas’ head, open her mouth and breathe that same fire that filled her over him also.


    That fire was words: angry, bitter ones which terrified her to feel but thrilled her too. The flow of them through and over her was like being plunged into the baker’s ovens when the heat was rising. When, in her life at the castle, she had passed by the place where the corn-bread was made where the fires were hottest, they had all but scalded her skin. This was a hundred times more powerful and more fulfilling. The bitter heat made Thomas jump and groan, and she felt him struggle to stand. And suddenly, because of the fire or because of whatever dwelt within her or perhaps both, Jemelda found her voice again.


    “Let it go, Thomas!” she cried out, holding him fast to her. “Let it go. Use the rage I’ve given you and find your words and your mind again. Come back to us and do not ruin what we have so bravely started.”


    She didn’t know if she’d reached him, or if she ever would, but then he groaned again and this time she recognised the ramblings of speech, though she could make no sense of it. She felt as if the ingredients were there, in her very grasp, but she could not blend them together to make anything good. Because of this, the strange anger flared up out of her again and plunged once more into the man she held. He opened his mouth – she could see it this time – and she heard words. Real words. She was not going to lose what she’d come here for by all the stars above.


    “Jem-el-da?... What …?”


    “Come back to us,” she said, realising how hoarse she sounded, as if she was learning to speak for the first time. “You have been a fool, Thomas, but we can still salvage the power we have, if you come back.”


    As the sheer brightness of the vision loosened its hold on them, and the white emptiness began itself to disappear, Jemelda kept on murmuring any words that came into her head. They were a barrier against the whiteness whose strength had been summoned too soon. They drew back Thomas’ soul from wherever it had been taken and made things right again.


    Gradually, the trees and the bracken shimmered into view and she could smell the dankness of grasses and wood. Thomas breathed more steadily against her but he was quiet and she knew she alone couldn’t return things to where they should be. Anger flared within her again, but then she saw the rest of the people on their knees or clinging to branches around them.


    “Speak,” she said as clearly as she could. “Please, say anything at all. The vision has taken our words and lives away, when its purpose is surely to help us not to fight us, and we must bring ourselves back if the scribe is to truly die. So speak, as I do not have words enough for the task.”


    For another moment, silence. And then the words began to come. Meaningless and uncertain at first, but still that pure melding of thought and sound. It reminded her of the delicious moment when a new recipe came together and she knew it would be good. It kept the darkness at bay. Her people’s words grew stronger and Jemelda began to recognise prayers and old tales, and the names of loved ones, both dead and living.


    Finally Thomas shuddered and opened his eyes. He stared right at her as if he had no idea who she was, and then she saw the glimmer of memory and life come back to him. “Jemelda?...”


    “Thank the stars and gods,” she whispered, words coming to her from deep within where the glorious darkness lay. “You are with us once more. You had, I think, almost destroyed our mission, but we are ourselves again. Some things we fear might actually be for our greater good, Thomas, and you must learn to trust me for this. But, no matter, now we are safe again.”


    A howl from beyond the trees proved her words more than false. Jemelda swung round, holding on to Thomas, and caught the flash of yellow eyes from the shadowy undergrowth. A wolf, and one primed for hunting, if she was not mistaken. By the gods she prayed it was alone.


    “Run!” she yelled at the rest of them. “Stay close together, but run!”


    She hadn’t needed to tell them to stay together as the dense trees would do that work, alongside their own sense, if they kept it. She grabbed the nearest man, one of the poorer farmers, as he fought his way past her and gave Thomas up to his care.


    “Look after him,” she ordered. “It is not his time, understand?”


    He nodded but his eyes did not rest on her. As the rest of the group surged past her away from the howling of the wolf, she hoped it would be enough. She would make it be enough, and so she let the man, and Thomas, go. The blacksmith was more alert now, able to stand for himself. One less difficulty to cause her grief and she was glad of it.


    The wolf howled again, its rising song making her heart beat faster and her hands clench. The rustling of grass and bracken told her it was on the move. For a heartbeat only, she turned to run in the direction her people had taken. If she kept close to them as a group then they might be safe. But they might not. The wolf was no doubt desperate for food as they all were. Above all, she must save the people – she would have need of them and soon.


    She swung round and headed off at an angle from where the last of the group, Thomas and the farmer, had disappeared. She could hear the wild crashing noise they made and knew she had to make the wolf follow her, not them. Surely she was now strong enough to defeat it – she and … and … Iffenia. The name came to her in a flood of realisation and acceptance and she almost laughed aloud with the fierce joy it brought. So she opened her mouth and yelled. This time she didn’t care about the words, it was the noise she needed. At the same time, she crashed her way through the brambles and trees in front of her, drawing blood from her arms and face where thorns pierced her skin. The smell of her blood would draw the wolf to herself.


    “Follow me, follow me!” she cried out, and began to run as best as she was able.


    The wolf howled for a third time and she sensed the fierce intent of its pursuit of her, all but feeling the heat of its breath at her back. Better her than the people however, and the madness inside her thrilled at the realisation of the chase. Was this what she had wanted all along? But she couldn’t die. There was too much at stake. She and the power she carried with her would fight until the last drop of blood was gone if she had to.


    A passing branch struck her on the shoulder, the shock of it making her scream. She grasped it and, with a mighty wrench, tugged it free. She hadn’t thought she’d have the strength to do it but it surely must have been loose. Swinging round, she thrust it in the direction of the wolf and had the satisfaction of hearing the animal howl, this time in pain and not in pursuit. By the stars, it was nearer than she had anticipated. Blood from the wolf spattered against her skin, warm and acrid, and she thrust the branch forward again. She was rewarded with another howl, but did not try a third time. Letting the branch go, she plunged her way through towards what she hoped was the edge of the wood. How this journey was proving more than she could bear, she did not even know if she would survive it, her wild anger of before being suddenly and unaccountably gone.


    Then, the welcome glimmer of sunlight. She could scarcely believe it. Somehow she could sense the outer border of the woods. The trees were thinning and her path became easier. But, although the path was more passable for her, it was so too for the wounded wolf.


    Savage teeth grasped her leg and she screamed and fell. When she turned round she could see the wolf’s visage. One of its eyes was torn out, leaving streaks of blood and yellow jelly in its place. It must have been the branch but she knew her attack had not been a lucky one, as it only enraged the beast more. As it tore at her ankle, the pain flooded through her, and with it that anger again. By the stars how she had missed it. With a wild cry, she somehow staggered upwards and launched herself at the wolf. The animal would not expect it and perhaps she might have a chance to survive. She drove her fist into its missing eye, and prayed it might be enough.


    


    Simon


    


    Ralph had gone to hunt for Jemelda with a few of his most trusted people, such as they were. Simon had felt Ralph’s impatience with the new vision and meaning Annyeke had brought to them, and all the more so as Lord Tregannon was a soldier not a man for stories. So Simon was left here with Annyeke, his father and Frankel. There was one other though: Ralph’s steward whom he had ordered to stay. The boy’s leg was maimed, it was true but the shaft of additional concern Ralph felt towards him had flowed over Simon also. He couldn’t have missed it.


    He gestured to the boy and sensed his name even before the lad came running: Apolyon. It meant something in Ralph’s old language, but as he wasn’t here, Simon couldn’t tell what it might be.


    “Apolyon,” he said as the boy stopped and gazed up at him with an unaccountable expression of trust. And how that brought back memories of the other boy who had died earlier on their great journey together. “Apolyon, is there somewhere quiet in the village we can go?”


    The boy nodded, but Annyeke stepped forward.


    “Surely you can find the stories you need to tell more easily here, Lost One?”


    Simon knew, from the openness of her mind, that Annyeke did not believe there would be time to journey to the village, bearing in mind the frailty of both young and old. But, with all his thought, he understood they needed to travel there in order to begin. The white shimmer of the raven and the heat of the mind-cane told him that.


    “No,” he said as gently as possible. “Stories do not come from the rich but the poor. Why would the rich have need of them? If I am going to try to find a fresh legend, then it must be at the village, First Elder, where everything began for me. And it will involve us all. Stories of any kind do not in the end come from nothing, but from the people and things around us.”


    After a flicker of hesitation, she nodded. “Then we had better start out.”


    Simon took the lead, knowing how in the recent past before he had encountered the mind-cane and before he had died he would never have assumed such a thing. He would have freely given the honour to Annyeke. Now it seemed natural. He hoped he wouldn’t get too used to it, however. One day, if they and the land survived what they needs must face, he hoped for a normal life again, whatever that might be.


    So he set the pace to the village, with Apolyon at his right and his father leaning on his arm on the left. Behind him followed Annyeke and Frankel, whilst overhead the snow-raven flapped a slow path across the nearer sky. Odd how the ice beneath his feet seemed to be softer, melting in what must surely be a false harbinger of spring. It was too soon for a thaw, but something in the air had changed since Annyeke’s return, since his own acceptance of the new role she brought him. It would not be denied. In any case, they were, by any measure, no kind of an army, and if Ralph were here he would have laughed to see them.


    But we are not an army, Lost One. We are not here to fight battles but to build a peace.


    He blinked at the sudden influx of Annyeke’s words directly to his mind. Sometimes, peace too needs an army, he replied and, when she did not respond, left it at that.


    As they walked through the water and onto the path leading to the village, the boy tugging at his hand in eagerness in spite of his limp, Simon felt a frisson of excitement spark through him. It sprang from the mind-cane and also from himself, as if his deepest thought was rejoicing at the cane’s secret knowledge. Something was about to begin.


    “Look!” Frankel said from behind him. “Look.”


    Simon turned round, steadying his father so he didn’t fall. The old castle servant was staring up into the trees and pointing at something Simon couldn’t see.


    “What is it?” he said, feeling Annyeke’s impatience sweeping over him like a wintry gust of wind. “What can you see?”


    Frankel didn’t reply directly, but merely carried on pointing, glancing first at Simon and then at whatever he’d seen in the trees. Simon followed the direction of his gaze. Heart pounding with the need to reach the village, he nonetheless forced himself to be still. Whatever the old man had seen might turn out to be important. In these time-cycles you never knew.


    At first he saw nothing. Then, when he blinked, he realised the topmost branches of the trees were white. He had imagined it was snow but it was not. It was … nothing.


    Next to him, Annyeke gasped, but he had already understood the meaning. The sudden cry of the snow-raven and the lurch of the mind-cane in his grasp told him what he already knew.


    “They are vanishing,” he whispered. “The trees are vanishing.”


    Annyeke’s hand on his arm gave him courage. “Yes, it is the power of the Book of Blood which makes everything disappear and begin again, but for good or ill depends on us. It is just as I saw in my dream. Simon, Lost One, by all the gods and stars, I know you are the only one who can help us. Please, we must hurry.”


    “Yes,” he said. “Let us go. We must get to the village.”


    He quickened their pace as far as he was able to, but was determined not to leave behind those he’d sworn to bring with him. Around them other sections of trees and undergrowth were vanishing too, the bleak whiteness swallowing them up. He wondered if that same blankness could take people also, but did not want to answer the question. Next to him his father began to mumble words which made no sense, and the grating sound of them pierced him and made him tremble. He could not push aside the fear the old man understood something he could not convey, in the way the very mad or the very young often do.


    They must reach the village.


    Finally, after what seemed to be the length of several winter-season stories, Simon caught sight of the first ruined houses, no more than huts. When he glanced upwards, he could see the terrible whiteness flowing steadily through the treetops. He tightened his grip on his father’s arm and tried to quicken the pace further until the old man cried out. That sound too pierced him, took him back to the day of his mother’s death when his father had driven him away. So much to be considered, still, and no time for it.


    He couldn’t make the group travel any faster, so he must think of something else. Letting his father go, but not before ensuring he could stand, Simon lifted his eyes to search for the snow-raven. The bird came at once, a blessing he hadn’t fully expected. The raven swooped in upon him, but Simon did not flinch, although he stepped forward in order to shield Annyeke from his arrival. When the bird landed, his bright wings settling against his back like mist melting into a deeper haze, Simon raised the mind-cane and brushed it lightly across the raven’s great beak. It was the only way he could think to communicate his purpose, although the bird had always understood him well enough before.


    The safety of the nest is to be found here on the earth. So I will fly and perch as you command.


    Yes, he thought that might be as good a way of putting it as any.


    “Annyeke,” he said, swinging round to face her directly. “Take the people to the village as quickly as you can. Find somewhere to hide and I will come to you.”


    “What will you do, Lost One?”


    “I will stay here, with the mind-cane. I will try to fight the white emptiness to give you time to find safety. You will have the snow-raven. He will protect you.”


    The look on her face told him what she thought about that particular plan, but there was no time for argument.


    “Go, First Elder,” he said, giving her a gentle push in the right direction. “I give these people to your command.”


    It was enough. She nodded, turned and began to hurry along their small group towards the huts. The snow-raven sang one long musical note in a key which reminded Simon of all that was golden and warm in the land and then launched himself up into the air, tracking Annyeke in his flight.


    By the gods and stars, Simon prayed, let them be safe. Then he gripped the mind-cane more firmly and looked for the whiteness again.


    Strange how he could not focus on it for long. It was only in the edge of his vision where he thought he could sense it more clearly, because it was not purely a physical entity, he knew. When he glimpsed the whiteness, his mind too echoed with the same emptiness, bringing him at once to a place in himself he had not realised existed.


    In death and what is not, you can discover life and what is.


    “What?” The exclamation tumbled from Simon’s lips before he could realise the foolishness of it. No-one was here but the mind-cane, and it was therefore the mind-cane whose words had reached right into his soul and pierced him.


    What do you mean? he asked it, sending the words in all the colours he could imagine through his thought and flesh.


    You will know, when it is right. That is why I am here.


    That was all very well, Simon thought, but not entirely helpful. He scanned the trees and sky, then the lower branches and bracken for the whiteness. He was meant to be protecting them, allowing them time to reach safety, but he couldn’t even track his enemy for more than a few moments without losing him.


    What would Ralph say at such laxness?


    He would fight, Simon told himself. Ralph would fight.


    “Come then!” he shouted, stretching his arms wide and brandishing the mind-cane like a sword. “I am here. Why don’t you try me, whatever you are?”


    The noise of his own words astonished him and he almost missed the shimmer of echo in the trees on the right, where no echo should be. He whirled towards the sight and caught a glimpse of the white emptiness which had eluded him. Still shouting but not in any way that made sense, he ran towards it, the cane dancing and humming wildly in his hand. Sparks of silver flew from its carving and landed deep within the heart of the whiteness ahead which, this time, had not shifted away from him. A flash of snowy fire from the first of the sparks and then it vanished. Simon kept on running.


    The next heartbeat, he was within the emptiness, within the silent pages of the Book of Blood. Though it was not within him, but he was within it. It felt like purity but also the deepest of terrors, and its colours were nothing and nowhere, sliding away from his mind like ice. Then he too was nothing, more fully even than he had been in death, and he had no markers to know himself or any other thing. The only object he recognised was the shape of the mind-cane in his hand and its song in his thought.


    This is the story, live it.


    He could not tell if the words came from him or the cane but it didn’t matter because at that moment they were one and the same. And the song was both the snow-raven and himself. It was then the words rose up within him. No they were him.


    I am the Lost One, he said in his mind, knowing he’d said the same before but now he meant it. The words are mine.


    


    Annyeke


    


    She didn’t glance back. There was no time. She cursed herself that her small efforts to contain the power the Chair Maker had released had been worse than useless – the danger was already amongst them. All her instincts told her to run, but she had the Lost One’s people, the Lammassers, to protect and so she would not do that. It would not be the action of a First Elder, and certainly not of the kind of woman she believed herself to be. So she gathered Frankel, the boy and the Lost One’s father close to her and began to walk as swiftly as the old man allowed towards the village.


    “Follow me,” she gave the command with a confidence she couldn’t find in herself to the rest of the group, and knew in any case they would have no other option.


    A loud cry behind her but she didn’t turn round. Something told her not to.


    “Don’t look,” she whispered fiercely, making the words resonate from her thought as well as from her mouth. She no longer cared whether her mind-skills would terrify the villagers or not. They had moved beyond such small fears. She hurried her troop towards the hoped-for safety of the village as best she could. All the time she prayed the Lost One would be safe.


    It seemed to take the length of more stories than she could remember to reach the village and Annyeke couldn’t help but be aware of the emptiness at their heels. In the trees and in the air she sensed it, though it did not touch them. Whatever Simon had done or was still doing, the white terror had not attacked them. It was an advantage she could work with, her only one.


    When the ruined houses appeared, Annyeke blinked. Even though she’d known Lammas had been severely damaged by the mind-wars in Gathandria, she hadn’t seen the results for herself. Piles of broken stone and tile lay scattered across the snowy path, and the small remnants of houses which remained were barely holding together. Though at her next glance she couldn’t really tell how solid or well-constructed they had been in the first place. Lord Tregannon obviously did not set great store on the concept of providing for all reasonably, whether rich or poor. Typical man, she couldn’t help thinking, and then brought herself up short. No matter whose individual fault it was, it was up to the Gathandrian city to oversee the welfare of these lands. They had not done so here, so the blame must be shared.


    Putting aside her thoughts of future judgement, the First Elder of Gathandria turned and scanned the path along which they had hurried as the people huddled in behind her. The whiteness hovered in the trees though she thought it might be less intense. She couldn’t see any sign of Simon and cursed quietly under her breath. She needed the Lost One with her. More importantly, she wished with all her blood and bone Johan was with her, but it was impossible.


    “What shall we do?” the question came from the boy at her side, still clutching her hand. “Where’s my master’s scribe?”


    Another question she had no answer to, but as the woman in charge she had to make a decision.


    “I don’t know where the Scribe is right now,” she said, “but he will be with us soon. Until then we need to reach shelter. Tell me, which is the safest house in the village?”


    The boy reddened and pointed, dropping his gaze. Annyeke frowned but followed the line of his finger to a hovel which, though damaged, seemed slightly more sturdy than those around it. At least it had a roof and some semblance of a wall. She turned to head in that direction, sensing the churning mix of colours around the young boy. But, before she could take a single step, the boy had grabbed her.


    “It is the night-women’s house,” he whispered.


    His fear blended with the colours of the people near her and began to mix with black in her mind. Heart beating fast, Annyeke swung round.


    “This is no time for your delicacy,” she said, fixing each one with her gaze as she spoke. “Here is where we will take refuge.”


    She bundled them in. Yes, that was the only word for it as she didn’t think they had time for niceties. Inside a woman sprang up, gasping with fear, and Annyeke cursed her own stupidity for not taking a mind-view of the place before they entered. She hadn’t thought anyone would be present.


    “I’m sorry,” she said, holding out her hand in a gesture of appeasement. “We need safety. Please can we stay? I swear none of us will harm you. But we need to fight our enemy.”


    The woman – whose name, if indeed she had one, Annyeke could not sense – stared for precious moments at them all and then nodded. Without a word, the night-woman headed for the back where the shadows lurked and disappeared out of view for a heartbeat or two before reappearing with some threadbare blankets and pieces of wood. She held them out.


    “If you promise me no harm, then you are welcome,” she said softly, not meeting Annyeke’s gaze. “This is all the comfort and weapons I have.”


    “We will make it enough,” Annyeke replied.


    By now the old man, the Lost One’s father, was trembling and muttering under his breath over and over again. Annyeke could feel the cut and thrust of ebony and green anguish in her thoughts from him but she tried to contain it and focus on the matter in hand.


    “How will we fight?” the boy, Apolyon, asked her.


    “With our minds and with our hearts,” Annyeke told him. How she hoped the Lost One would come soon. There was more happening here than she could comprehend or perhaps even defeat. Then it came to her what she must do. “Listen to me.”


    As if she had given them a command it might be death to disobey, everyone at once stopped what they were engaged in and turned to her. Really, it was quite unnerving to see for herself how ingrained the instinct for obedience was in these people. Could they not think for themselves? On the other hand, wasn’t that obedience exactly what she most needed? Only Simon’s father continued to be lost in his world of madness and muttering.


    She took a deep breath. She thought she might need it.


    “This is a battle of the mind,” she said. “I know your people do not hold to matters of the mind and I understand how recently these gifts have brought you nothing but grief, through no fault of your own. But whatever is out there is pursuing us and it is an enemy which is more than physical even though we can see it with our eyes. So I’m asking you to trust me and let me link as far as is safe with your thoughts. I swear to you I will do you no harm, and you will lose nothing by it. But we must have all the advantages we can glean. What do you say?”


    For a long moment, silence. Annyeke held her breath, and kept her senses back from exploring what their reactions might be. Although in this close proximity, some of the feelings were obvious, the greatest of these being, of all things, surprise.


    It was Frankel, the cook’s husband, who finally answered her. When she thought it might have been the night-woman.


    “We have always hated the mind-manipulators,” he said, “but nobody has ever asked us for our consent before.”


    “I know.”


    Another silence, then, “I will do it, First Elder.”


    The others followed Frankel’s lead, and even Apolyon nodded.


    “Thank you,” Annyeke said. “Sit down and take hold of each other’s hands. That will build up the strength you have between you. I think we will have need of it.”


    Quickly, she spun a mind-net round the small hovel. She had no real idea if this would work against something which was in essence nothingness but there was no harm in trying. Then, she made her way around each person in the group, using her skills of touch and thought to link with them in her own mind. She found first of all despair mixed profoundly with anger, the red and the black drifting like smoke through her senses. She could almost smell the acrid darkness of it. Next, fear, distrust and last of all determination. With the latter she could use the rest. It might be enough.


    When she’d finished, she saw the light in the room was brighter but it did not seem like the sun. Anxiety at this strange new development tugged at her thought, its thin strands threatening to break the veneer of control she clung to in the face of the unknown. By all the gods and stars, how she hated her own ignorance. She should be braver than this. And where, by the stars, was the Lost One?


    


    Simon


    


    The words are mine.


    If that were true, he thought, then he would write them against the whiteness, push back its consuming horror until it could do no harm to him or those in his care. Those the Gathandrian Spirit had given to his protection. So Simon the Lost One took the mind-cane and spun it into shapes in the air before him. The sparks from the cane fired out gold and mauve and pink and silver. They were a counterpoint to the white even though they were not yet words that spoke but those that listened, to his blood, to his mind, to the snow-raven’s song.


    The snow-raven: a whiteness behind this other deeper emptiness. Perhaps he could use it. As the fiery nonsensical words danced in the blank air, Simon gazed upwards and around him, searching for evidence of the great bird’s presence. Yes, he could hear the song but he could not see where the raven might be and, with all his soul, Simon knew he needed him.


    “You saved me once,” he cried out, “when you looked to destroy me. Come now, when I need you again.”


    At least that was what he wanted to say, his mind and his tongue combining, but the meaning was swallowed up by meaninglessness, and the dancing words of the mind-cane were not enough for him to be heard.


    Please, please, the snow-raven, he begged no-one, nothing and himself.


    Then, shockingly and suddenly, the bird was there, with him. Simon could feel warm wings against his skin and the whoosh of feather and flight rush past him. With his free hand, he grabbed for the raven, but the shape of it passed through his fingers like water. And still the cane-words sparked and shimmered their brief fire into the air. By the gods and stars, this was what he had come for and he would not be denied it.


    Then from his mind, his heart-words sprang: I am the Lost One. Come to me.


    The snow-raven dipped his wings and halted his flight at once. Simon could see the sudden banking in the bird’s wild course and then the raven was returning, responding to his thought-command. The next moment, the bird’s wings were sweeping over his head and he reached up with the cane and poured his energy, all he could give, into the artefact. It took it, willingly. Silver fire sprang from the carving, upwards into the raven as he flew and downwards into Simon, pouring like fiery honey into his mouth and through his skin and flesh.


    He thought it might kill him. It did not. It could not, because he was the Lost One, he was the words and the silence behind them, he was the story. Now all he needed was the means to tell it. Part of that, he knew, would be found in the Lammas village, with the people he had sworn to protect. The other part of it was not for the telling, yet.


    The urgency now lay in reaching Annyeke and all the others wherever they had hidden. Feeling the silence and the words both heavy within him, he began to walk. Ahead of him, he could see the white emptiness surge forward, outracing him utterly, although he did not think he could run. In spite of his foolish plans and pointless courage, such as it was, the vacancy had outmanoeuvred him, by the gods and stars. He spat a curse from under his tongue in the old Lammas language, as Ralph himself might have done, and quickened his pace. It did him no good and, besides, the sudden flow of memory linked to the Lammas Lord held him back, bright fire heating his blood and mixing too much with his onward purpose.


    He needed something else, if he was to be in time for his people. He needed the snow-raven once more.


    Even before he reached out, the bird was there, swooping across him at chest level and sparking again that strange silver fire which linked them. As the great feathers passed over, Simon could sense open skies and the smell of the trees, the rush of air beneath his feet and the golden song in his body. Before he knew it, the mind-cane leapt up, pulling him with it, and even though it was impossible because of the speed of the raven, Simon and the cane were on the bird’s back, flying as one through the silent whiteness.


    Like this, they might yet outrun the terror, he might reach the village in time. By the gods and stars, he prayed so. And, still, underneath it all, the fierce knowledge of Ralph lay deep within him.


    


    Ralph


    


    The Lammas Lord keeps up a fast pace, the few men with him sometimes stumbling as he makes his way through the outer shades of the wood, but he cannot afford to wait for them too long. His pace is sure; he has known these woods so well all his life that his feet seem to find their own way. Perhaps he should have ridden his horse, for speed, but Nightcloud’s hooves are not made for snow and ice, and the winter clings to the land. But something is about to happen, he sees it as clearly as if Simon had linked their minds together in the way they had used to do. And damn him for a fool for thinking such things now. He must be a warrior, not a lover, although in truth he isn’t sure how far he has ever been able to take that title when it concerns the scribe. Had he ever been more than master to him? He cannot tell. And it is not important. What matters is to find Jemelda and to bring her threat to a stop, before the land itself rises up in anger against them all.


    It must be peace, or death. There are no other options.


    He wonders if he should have first searched the old caves, but that would be the most obvious hiding place for the rebels, and if he has learned one thing, it is that his cook is both brave and cunning in her revolt. If she has been there, then she will, since the destruction of the crops, have moved on by now. By the gods and stars, she thinks like a soldier and he cannot help but admire it. If only she can accept Simon and what his return will mean, then all will be well.


    How he understands it will not be that simple. Nothing ever is. Which is why he is making his way, with his small band of troops, to beyond the woods. If it had been him instead of Jemelda in the position of would-be freedom fighter, this is where he would go. It is true what the old men used to whisper at the ends of stories, only half-joking: women are more dangerous than men.


    Nevertheless he will find her and he will win. That is his role as the Lord of these people, it is at his deepest core. The realisation that something about himself he has thought lost has only been lying dormant, waiting to reawaken when the time-cycle is right, makes him set his feet even more firmly and fast in the direction he is going.


    The resultant crunch of ice and the panting breath of the men who follow him all but drown out the sudden slither of shadow and snarl in the edge of the field beyond the wood.


    They are being tracked and how long it will be before the wolf decides to attack he does not know. Ralph draws his hunting knife from his belt and urges his men onward. He doesn’t have to be a mind-sensitive to see the fear in their eyes, and know they must reach their destination soon or it will be the worse for them. If Jemelda and her group are there, all the better. When it comes to fighting wolves, even one wolf, there is safety in the greater number.


    He grabs the nearest man, who has an air of gravitas about him, a faint echo of earthy brown in his mind which Ralph hopes he can trust.


    “Lead the men to the place beyond the woods,” he says. “I will cover you.”


    The man nods, a mere shadow of the kind of respect he is used to. Then the men are quickening their pace towards where the trees thin out and the wild regions begin. Ralph pushes through the layer of trees to his right, nearer to where he can see the wolf’s outline, and continues to match the speed of his men. He curses the fact none of the villagers carry knives, but it can’t be helped. He’s not sure but he thinks there’s only one wolf. Unusual in itself but he will not mock any advantage the gods may give him. If this beast’s mate is near at hand, then they will deal with it. They have to.


    For a few moments, the wolf merely tracks them but then a sudden howl brings a sharp cry from one of Ralph’s people, and the animal darts to the left towards them.


    Ralph lunges after, shouting and waving his knife, determined to distract the wolf. The fact he is separate, on his own, should be enough, and, as he hoped, the beast turns and snarls in his direction.


    “Go,” he shouts, commanding his men as if in battle. “Find Jemelda! Restrain her till I come.”


    Then he pulls off his cloak and, knife in one hand and cloak in the other, breaks through the lightest of the trees and runs towards the wolf. It snarls once more at him and he sees the glitter of teeth in the weak winter sunlight. Along its body the ribs stand out – by the stars it has been a hard winter – so he knows it will be hungrier and more deadly than the wolves he has encountered before. Whatever happens, he must survive. The wolf leaps towards him. He flings the cloak across its jaws and the beast howls, a muffled sound through the cloak’s fabric, and tumbles to the ground. Its claws slash into his arm as it falls and Ralph cries out at the pain, falls with it.


    For one wild heartbeat, he remembers once more the dogs on the mountain and Simon’s terror, and then there is no time for memory as the beast is upon him, biting and scratching and snarling, its hot breath a foul gust against his face as the cloak drops away. Ralph grips the knife more tightly in his right hand as he struggles to keep clear of those deadly jaws with his left. A piercing stab to his shoulder tells him the wolf has hit home. Soon it will be at his throat and then his hopes and plans will be as dust in an autumn-season breeze. He twists again, brings the knife up but the animal’s fierce and frantic lunges slam his arm away and the weapon falls with a thud to the earth.


    By the gods he is done for, but he will go down fighting. As the maddened wolf lets go of his shoulder and goes for his throat, Ralph manages to turn towards it and punches it right in the jaw so that the beast’s head ricochets back. There is a moment when the power balance between them is up for the taking and Ralph seizes it. He pushes himself away from the wolf and leaps towards the knife which lies tantalisingly just out of his reach. It’s not enough. As his fingertips touch the handle, excruciating pain plunges into his already damaged leg and upward through his whole body. Ralph screams, understanding the wolf has him in its jaws and will not now let go until he is fully finished.


    The animal drags him backwards, releasing its grip on his leg for one blessed moment before burying its teeth in his flesh again. Ralph glances at the knife, even more distant than it was before and curses his own slowness as bright stars and blackness dance before his vision, a counterpoint to the pain which threatens to overcome him. Then, suddenly he hears a shout and the knife slides across the icy ground towards his outstretched grasp. He can scarcely believe it but has not time to ponder on such miracles. The handle fits in his hand perfectly, he pushes himself off in the direction the wolf is taking him and before the beast can even snarl in astonishment Ralph buries the blade deep within the animal’s chest.


    Hot blood spills over his fingers, the wolf howls once and then falls away, silenced. Pain radiates across his leg and he glances down to see more blood, his own, flowing along his skin.


    “My lord?”


    He spins round, wiping the sweat from his eyes. In front of him stands a figure stooped over him, breathing harshly. For a moment or two, Ralph fails to recognise him but then reason once more rises within him. It is the man he ordered to take his people to the edge of the wood. He has come back. Disobedience indeed but this time he is grateful for it.


    “Did-did you give me the knife?” he stammers out, ashamed of his weakness in front of this villager.


    “Yes, my lord. You had need of it.”


    That much is true, and Simon, if he were here, would appreciate such humour. Ralph nods. “Thank you.”


    He pulls the knife from the wolf, as a soldier never abandons a weapon, come what may, and the villager helps him to his feet, tearing off a strip of the cloak and binding it in rough fashion around Ralph’s bloodied leg. He is proud of the fact he only winces once.


    “Take me to where our men have gone,” Ralph pants when the man is done. “Help me there.”


    It is then he hears the screaming, and the howling of another wolf. He has been wrong and this new threat is surely the first one’s mate. His injuries be damned, Ralph begins to run.


    


    Jemelda


    


    She punched the wolf’s eye one more time, hardly believing the animal had even allowed her the chance to do it. Perhaps she might get away, she dared to think so. Then the wolf twisted away from her and sunk its teeth into her right arm. The pain snapped through her and she screamed. Even so, she became aware in the shadows of her vision that her people were running towards her, trying to help, putting themselves in danger.


    “Keep back, keep away!” she screamed but she didn’t know whether the words made any sense. She didn’t know whether she could be heard at all.


    The wolf released its hold upon her, rough paws scrabbling over her body, and went for her chest.


    It never got there, because something tall and heavy landed across her, making her cry out again. Whoever it was grabbed the animal by the neck and rolled away, landing heavily with the wolf onto the ground next to her. She gulped in pure air, the chill of it making her wince, and scrambled sideways, grabbing the beast by the tail and trying to ignore the shaft of pain in her arm as she did so.


    Just as she thought the wolf would never stop struggling and it might even overpower two people rather than simply one, she heard the shouts of the villagers louder than she had expected to hear them and she was dragged off her quarry. Jemelda blinked at the scene of near-devastation as a group of men and women, some her own and some of those who had refused to follow her, finished off the beast with rocks and branches. Soon it was nothing more than a bloodied mass of fur stretched across the ground and its eyes were lifeless.


    Panting she struggled up to a sitting position. Her unexpected source of help rose to his knees and she already knew by his cloak and the tilt of his chin it was Lord Tregannon who had saved her. Behind him, Thomas took a step back, clutching a rock he had used to destroy the wolf. She saw his fingers twist and by the way he glanced at her and then down at Tregannon she knew his intent.


    If her former Lord and master were dead, would the murderous scribe then be easier to kill? But her former master, whatever his faults, had saved her life. Without him, she would have had little chance, even with the power of the unknown Iffenia within her. She could not deny it. So for that reason alone Jemelda shook her head, and Thomas dropped the rock safely to the earth, although his brow darkened and she knew there would be answers to give the man. She rose to her feet as Tregannon’s men moved to surround her, pushing her people aside.


    It would not end like this, no matter the gods and stars. She would not allow it.


    “Don’t touch me,” she said to them, her voice hoarse but the meaning entirely clear. “Or it will be the worse for you.”


    The men around her muttered and Thomas bent down to reclaim the rock he’d released only a few moments before. This time she let him do it.


    “Leave her be,” Tregannon said as he stood upright, swaying so one of his men rushed to his side to support him. His command still had enough power for the crowd around her to fall back. How she hated him for it.


    “You have no right to be here, Tregannon,” she spoke first, causing a ripple of surprise to flow through the people. Any conversation with the Overlords had to be started by them and those who came to them had to do nothing more strenuous than respond. Well, she had no patience with that, not any more. “You should be protecting your people and land, not destroying it. You should be joining with us, not pursuing us. Or perhaps that is what you have come to do, since you have saved me from the wolf? If that is so, I thank you for it, and rejoice in our combined efforts to drive the murderer out.”


    Tregannon took a step forward, his face pale, and he almost buckled in spite of leaning on the shoulder of one of his men. But somehow he kept his footing. He grimaced as he spoke.


    “Simon the Scribe is no murderer,” he said. “And if you are to accuse him, then you must also accuse me. Believe me, the pain of what I have done will live burning in my blood for the rest of the life, but Simon is not here to kill but to save us. If you join with us, Jemelda, with your people, then our redemption and the land’s regrowth will come the faster. The gods and stars do not wish for there to be war between us.”


    “You have no right to tell us what the gods and stars may think,” she spat back at him. “Not since you chose to disregard them, you and your minion, in order to kill and wound the people who have served you so well for generation-cycles. We hold no loyalty to you now.”


    “Yes, that much is obvious and that much is true,” Tregannon replied, the line of his jaw set, but whether in fury at her rudeness or determination to get his way, she did not know. “But I speak to you as a fellow-Lammasser and in that role I appeal to your good will. Jemelda, return to your home and mine, and let us together do what we cannot do alone.”


    With his final words, Tregannon reached out his hand to her as if he would pluck her back from her chosen path and align her for all time-cycles to his. She could see, even without being a mind-fool, how much such a plea had cost him and his pride. She could see it but she did not care. Because with the arrival of the murderer in the land, all decency and concept of working together had been lost, from the very beginning.


    “No,” she said clearly so he could ever afterwards never say he had misunderstood her. Then she nodded at Thomas. This was his time, his moment. It was why she had saved him.


    He leapt silently at the Lammas Lord, rock in his hand flailing in a determined arc downwards. There was no time for any of his men to cry out a warning but, at the last moment, Tregannon must have sensed something as he turned and lifted his arms against the blow. Still the edge of the rock caught him on the head and he went down. Thomas went with him. The next moment chaos erupted amongst them. Jemelda set her pain to one side and jumped on the back of the nearest Tregannon man. That was the signal for the two groups to enter the fray. Shouts, screams, punches and a scattering of blood fell amongst them. Jemelda encouraged her people in their efforts but in the end she and they were no match for the Lammas Lord’s skills and those of his men.


    So it wasn’t long before she and her people had no choice but to yield. She spat out blood from her mouth, its iron taste almost making her gag, and glared at Tregannon. It pleased her to see his head was bleeding and she couldn’t help but wish Thomas’s attack had succeeded to the full.


    Her former Lord staggered and wiped the blood from his eyes. Something flickered across his face and, for a moment or two, Jemelda wondered if he had heard a voice she had somehow missed, but then his brow cleared. He shook his head.


    “Take them to the village,” he said, the distinct tones of command causing a frenzy of activity amongst his people. “There we will settle this once and for all.”


    For a heartbeat, Jemelda bit back the anger that rose in her heart at how her mission had been defeated, but then she thought again. If they were returned to the village, then other chances to rid themselves of their enemy would no doubt occur. She would make sure she and her people were prepared to take them.


    


    Ralph


    


    As his men and his captives turn at his command and begin the journey home, Ralph puzzles over the sudden sense of whiteness in his mind. For a moment the flash of black and silver, the mark of Simon’s mind-cane, had overwhelmed him, and then the blank emptiness flooded in. Now he wonders whether what he sensed is true. Still, the urge to take the captive party and return to the village is a powerful one, and he has always been a man who follows his instinct. The best of soldiery lies in believing this and, on the field of battle, it has never let him down.


    He stations his men on the outside of the group, putting the strongest of them at the back and taking the position at the front himself. Bearing in mind his injuries, he is surprised he can stand and indeed he has to blink several times before he can focus on the earth and trees around him. He turns to the nearest man and gestures him forward so he may lean on the villager’s shoulder in order to walk. It is important to show as little weakness as possible but he cannot afford to fall. Jemelda and the power driving her might well make full use of that opportunity and he is determined, for his own sake and the sake of them all, to stay alive. By the gods and stars that it has come to this.


    At the first step he realises he has been overconfident. Pain shoots upwards from his leg to his whole body, a jagged series of blows which snatch the breath from his throat. At the same time, his head begins to throb, a blinding dullness that threatens his intention.


    He will not get to his destination by walking. So he must find another way.


    Still gripping the shoulder of the man supporting him, Ralph turns round. It takes him a moment more to steady himself again and he prays no more wolves are within a distance to scent their blood this day-cycle. Because if there are, no power in Lammas could save them a third time.


    He knows what he must do. Slowly, his fingers reach into his belt-pouch under the cloak and wrap round the warmth of the emeralds he keeps there. Their presence eases him. He takes them out and at once there is a flash of white and green in his mind. It makes him grimace but once more it is gone as soon as noticed.


    A few of the men around him stir and mutter when they see what he is holding and the man next to him slips away, but he pays them no heed. Sometimes when the fight is at its harshest, it is better if the commander decides a strategy alone and trusts for his army to follow. Today he will give them no choice.


    So, without a single word, Ralph steps forward, staggering as the bright pain rips through his leg, all but blinding him again, and throws the sparkling emeralds up into the sky. A woman screams and he senses the terror running through the group but it is too late. The green circle he has formed sweeps them up within itself and then they are already deep within the wild and frantic journey.


    He only hopes the destination will be the one he wishes for.


    


    Simon


    


    As the snow-raven swept through the outlying homes of the village, the mind-cane all but leapt out of his hand and as he lunged to tighten his hold, the great bird banked to the right and he tumbled to the earth. So much for the dignity of his position. He found himself amongst bracken and thick moss, and thanked the stars and gods it had broken his fall. He did not wish to gamble with death again.


    The cane grew hot in his hand, almost too hot to hold, but he would not let it go. Whatever it was warning him about, he would listen. Simon rolled over and scrambled to his feet, spitting out mud. He must find Annyeke. For one frantic moment, he had no idea whether she and the people had managed to outrun the strange emptiness, but then he sensed her presence, and the mind-net she had woven. Two buildings down, in the night-women’s hovel. He began to run towards it. Glancing up, he saw the whiteness come swooping in, an echo of it rising up within his blood to meet its mirror in the air.


    The silence is also mine.


    Once more he swung the cane through the enveloping mist and saw the path through towards what he hoped was his destination. At the same time, he sensed the snow-raven’s presence in the skies above him, and felt the softness of wings brush through his hair as he kept on running. The bird flashed by him and some of the whiteness dissipated in the beat of its wings. He could see the hovel now. The roof was intact and most of the walls still stood. Annyeke had chosen well.


    All he had to do was get in.


    The mind-net the First Elder had woven was a strong one, though he could sense its structure weakening and knew it would not last long. But it would be a matter of some vital moments for him to find the core within to dismantle it. Quicker to try the old-fashioned way.


    So the Lost One leapt onto the door and crashed the cane and his fists against it.


    “Annyeke!” he yelled. “It’s me, Simon. Let me in for the stars’ sake.”


    Tendrils of whiteness, more than he could fight back against, flowed into the edges of his mind and he flung himself at the door more fiercely. The next heartbeat, the wood gave way as the door was opened from inside and he tumbled onto the floor, scattering the few people huddled within.


    


    Annyeke


    


    She’d hoped the Lost One would come to them soon, but she hadn’t expected such an entry into their midst. As the scribe fell headlong amongst them, her mind-net, already fragile, bowed and buckled and threatened to vanish entirely. Bearing in mind the tendrils of emptiness the Lost One had brought with him which clung to his skin and thought like early mist, she could well do without losing her only form of defence.


    “Simon! Help me,” she panted as she flailed about for some hook to hang her thought on.


    She didn’t have to ask twice. He pulled himself to his feet, grasped her arm with his free hand and flung the mind-cane at the door with the other. An arc of dark fire leapt from its silver carving and the door, miraculously, slammed shut. As the cane fell, red flame seared the wood but did not destroy it.


    “Oh, good,” the Lost One muttered. “I hoped it would work.”


    Even as he spoke, his fingers were at her forehead and she was overcome by that well of undulating power within him, so much nearer the surface than before. It was almost as if his encounter with the emptiness had released something she had never sensed in him, or at least not to this depth. She did not know if she could contain such strength but then the mind-net he was seeking for leapt to find him, and became a circle of deepest red and green which wrapped itself around the walls, making the whiteness that clung to the Lost One vanish.


    He gasped as he let her go, and sat straight down on the floor again, brushing one hand through his hair. The mind-cane danced softly back to its master and settled like a faithful hound at his side. She wondered if it would ever leave him and then puzzled at the thought.


    “That worked too,” the scribe said, staring at the cane, his tone one of frank astonishment. “I was rather less confident about it. Thank you, Annyeke.”


    As the Lost One rose to his feet again, helped by the night-woman who kept as far away from the terrors of the mind-cane as she could, Annyeke hurried to the small window at the back of the hut and peered out. The whiteness was swooping in and she could barely see the trees or the damaged dwellings across the narrow street. She swung back round.


    “Lost One, Simon,” she said. “The danger is here. We must do something soon.”


    He responded at once, though she did not see the reason for his action.


    “Come, form your circle again,” he said and then gestured at her as the rest of the people began to obey. “You too, Annyeke. Please.”


    As Annyeke complied, she couldn’t help but question. “Why?”


    “Because,” he said, “if it is our stories which will fight the enemy who wishes to take them from us, then it is the stories of us all, not just my own, which will save us.”


    Then she saw it in truth.


    


    Simon


    


    He’d known the answer before Annyeke had asked it. Something had travelled from the mind-cane through his skin and directly to his mind before he could track its journey. A black and silver flash with an echo of green. The colours should not have blended, but they did. Amongst them, a wave of words and pictures tumbled and flowed across his inner vision and then were gone. He gained the impression of beginnings which could overcome all the emptiness in the vast skies if they came to their fullness.


    The moment they vanished, he understood they were not his, but the stories and the experiences of the people surrounding him. They had within themselves the ability to win. All he needed to do was channel it.


    Could he do it and, if so, for how long?


    Annyeke nodded as she took her place in the circle of people. The question she had asked him had focused his thought and he was glad of it. He ducked under her arm and entered the circle, causing a murmur to rise and fall at the proximity of the cane, though he tried to keep it close to his side. When he straightened, the first person he saw was his father.


    A jumble of words sprang up in Simon’s mind, nonsensical, strange, the wild colours of them making him blink. The voice he heard which accompanied them however was his father’s, but the old man himself gave no sign he was even aware of what was passing through his own thought. It was as if what had just occurred between the mind-cane and himself had heightened Simon’s senses so he had no need to delve for other men’s secrets. They were there within him, in black and purple and gold. From instinct and almost before he knew it, Simon was reaching out with the cane and touching his father’s hair with the top of the silver carving.


    “Please,” he whispered as the old man’s eyes widened and spittle gathered on his grey beard, “don’t be afraid.”


    He saw at once there was no chance of that; his father’s mind showed no fear of the cane nor of the situation they found themselves in. All Simon sensed was the jittering spikes of madness, like a discordant sound in the harmony the mind-cane brought him. Then, suddenly a light in the darkness shone through, and one word came into Simon’s thought: expanse.


    His father’s deepest word, he knew it, though its meaning escaped him. Immediately afterwards, he all but cried out as his father’s madness flooded in on him again. With an effort he pulled the mind-cane away and broke the link. He was panting hard.


    “Lost One?”


    Annyeke’s voice tumbled in to his consciousness and grounded him. He turned to glance at her, nodded, and saw behind her the beginnings of whiteness pushing against the mind-net at the window.


    So little time.


    “I’m all right,” he said as the people again began to murmur their anxiety. He and Annyeke had to contain them as he understood none would survive losing their stories if they broke from the circle. Only the cane and the net protected them from the terror of the Book of Blood. “I’m all right, but I need to touch each person’s thought with the cane’s power. I swear to you, it will not harm you.”


    Simon did not know whether further links with this number of men and women in such quick succession would in fact harm him, but he chose to hide that fear, at least from Annyeke.


    It was she who spoke first. “Start with me then.”


    He shook his head, speaking as clearly and quickly as he could and determined not to let his eyes stray to the weakness of the window-space. “No, First Elder, I must end with you. Your skills will centre me again, but I must touch the minds of the people here.”


    A terrible silence. Too long, he thought. Then the night-woman standing at the right hand of Annyeke took a small step forward and looked up at him for a moment before breaking his gaze again.


    “I will do it,” she said so softly that each of them had to lean towards her to hear.


    “Thank you,” he said, his heart beating fast at such evidence of courage where he did not, fool that he was, expect it. Truly the women were the masters of them all.


    He swung round so he brought each person’s face into his mind and held it there for a mere moment before moving to the next until he was back with the night-woman again. “Do all of you agree?”


    Another silence, this time briefer, laced with surprise he had asked them the question at all. Then the yes he needed.


    “Come then,” he said. “Let us begin.”


    Trying to find some measure of command that was his, not simply the cane’s, and at the same time very much aware of the threat outside, Simon began with the night-woman. He felt rather than heard her gasp as the carving touched her hair while already the wild and jumbled nature of the words she held within were all but overwhelming him. So many of them were cruel and bitter, heart-responses to the life she had led and the people she had known. But in some he sensed a glimmer of what might have been hope. It was hard to tell for sure as the colours were so dark, like shadows of the brightness they should have. One word however was strongest: grief.


    He took it, feeling its weight in his mind, and an answering echo from his own past. How he understood it. When he released the woman, she half-staggered and he stepped forward to hold her steady, but Annyeke was already there, her hand under the woman’s elbow. The First Elder frowned at him.


    “Don’t wait, Lost One,” she said. “We will help each other. You need to hurry.”


    He knew she was right. As quickly as possible, and attempting with all his strength to minimise any damage he might cause to the people he’d already injured so greatly, Simon took the mind-words from the remainder of the circle.


    They were a motley mixture: along with expanse and grief, he gathered despair, mistrust, anger, bitterness, as well as loyalty, trust, hope and – from Annyeke – love. Some of the words were shared amongst the people and some gave more than one, but the sum of them was this.


    When he finished and stepped back into the centre of the circle, the mind-cane flashed the brightest silver flare which vanished almost as soon as appearing. Ignoring the cries of shock around him, themselves soon fading when the cane stayed quiet, Simon stared unblinking at the artefact.


    Something was missing. There should have been more to find, both here and elsewhere, but he could not grasp it.


    “Lost One,” Annyeke said, her voice snapping his attention to her at once. “Do you have all you need?”


    Simon glanced at the window once more, heart beating fast at the quantity of emptiness seeping through. The mind-net’s power, however strengthened, surely could not hold for long.


    “No, I need more but I don’t know what it is,” he said, the truth leaping from his tongue before he could fashion it.


    She cursed softly, then her eyes brightened. “What about yourself? Your own story will surely complete our defence.”


    “Yes, of course, thank you.” It was obvious now Annyeke had spoken and he blessed the gods and stars for her. He needed her wisdom. But when he concentrated on the shape and warmth of the cane in his palm and burrowed deep within himself for his own essence, it was not entirely what he had expected. A long moment of his own uncertainty and then something leapt out, framed green against the dark: acceptance.


    Simon smiled wryly. It made sense to him, but in the same heartbeat, he still understood it wasn’t enough. The story he had been chosen to create was missing the element that would make it sing and overpower any enemy raised against them.


    Just as he opened his mouth to say this to Annyeke and the people, the window shattered and the door was flung wide, bringing the emptiness in to them all.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Sixteen: The Power of Death


    


    Ralph


    


    The journey lasts only a heartbeat and it lasts forever. As the emeralds take them into the green void, Ralph feels as if his bones and blood are being sucked out of his skin. He cries out and his cries are blended into the screams and wild shouts of the soldiers and prisoners, the men and women he has tricked into this returning.


    He cannot see how they can survive it. Perhaps only the power of Simon’s mind-cane gives protection to this strange journey and that is as far from him as the earth from the sky. Still the emeralds belong to him and he’ll be damned if he lets them defeat him. As the air rushes from his throat, Ralph twists himself closer to the nearest sparkling jewel, still just visible in the rough and tumble of the dark, and tries to grasp it. He misses, grimaces at his failure and makes one last effort to hold the jewel in flight. Something heavy bumps into him and he catches a glimpse of the blacksmith’s face before the man is pulled away out of sight. But the encounter has helped him and when Ralph tries for the jewel again, it touches the end of his fingers and the next moment is in his palm with all the ease of a hawk returning to the glove.


    He feels the heat against his skin and can breathe again. Now he has the emerald, he does not know how to use it. He is a soldier not a magic-worker but he’ll have to do something.


    “Bring us safe to our journey’s end and let it be soon!” he shouts, foolishly, at an object that has neither ears nor sense.


    The stars alone know what happens next, but Ralph lands with a thump on rough soil, the breath leaving his body only seconds after he has regained it. At the same time, he hears the cries and groans of others landing around him. He struggles to his feet, recognises at once they are back home, in the village, as he prayed them to be. He is breathing hard, and reaches out to catch the remaining emeralds as they fall. The pain in his leg and from the recent attack by the wolf all but fell him again but he swallows down bile and glances round for his men, and Jemelda’s people. Because whatever happens now, it will happen here and with them all.


    He has hardly had time to wonder when Simon will come when his mind tells him the scribe is already here, in the night-woman’s dwelling. Neither is he alone. More than that, above and around the dwelling, a white mist hovers. He doesn’t know what it is but it makes him feel cold, as if the emptiness of the world has come down to haunt them.


    “Get up,” he shouts at the people around him, but his voice is no more than a whisper so he tries again. “Get up! We must find shelter.”


    His command echoes round the village street, and the men and women obey it as best they can. They pick themselves off the ground, both soldiers and rebels alike, and begin to half-run half-stumble towards the huts. He doesn’t know how much shelter they’ll find there but he prays to the gods it will be some. At the same time he grabs the man nearest to him and propels them both towards the night-woman’s house where the mist is thickest. His instincts tell him he has no time to see to the prisoners; here in the village they are somehow at war and he needs to regroup. The prisoners can wait. Now he must face the enemy, find out who, or rather what, he is fighting. And, by the stars, even if the enemy is insubstantial, if it is threatening Simon he will fight it. That much is his truth and how he understands it.


    Without warning, something knocks Ralph off balance and he spins round, falling with a thump to the earth. It is Jemelda. Next to her is the blacksmith. He is on top of the man who only a moment ago was supporting Ralph. There is a silver flash in the blacksmith’s hand, and the man on the ground underneath him screams. Then a gurgling cry and silence. When Ralph next sees the knife again, it is heavy with blood.


    Ignoring the pain in his leg and bottling his swift anger into swifter action, Ralph shoves Jemelda to one side and lunges for the blacksmith’s knife. It narrowly misses his arm and the two men roll over and over closer to the night-woman’s dwelling. Jemelda curses and leaps after them. This is not the encounter Ralph had been hoping to have with the rebels. He must stop this madness, and soon.


    He grabs the blacksmith’s wrist as the knife plunges down at him again and wrenches it backwards. His attacker yelps and drops the weapon, just as Ralph manages to free his good leg and kick him away. He senses rather than sees Jemelda leap for him but he dodges her too and the next heartbeat Ralph is up on his feet and stumbling through the mist towards the night-woman’s door. The one imperative in his mind is this: he must reach Simon, and he cannot gainsay it.


    As he enters the whiteness, he gains the impression for a moment that the strange mist is penetrating his mind and wiping out the past which makes up who he is today. No time to react however as another shove from behind brings him scrabbling to the door which gives way and lands him, the mist and his two attackers onto the dusty stone floor of the dwelling where Simon is hiding.


    Ralph gains an impression of flurry and panic amidst the cries and shouts accompanying their unplanned entrance. In it are the echo and shape of words, but they too make no sense. With his next breath, the scribe himself appears before him, the mind-cane hovering at his hand.


    “Ralph,” he whispers. “I thought you’d never arrive.”


    


    Simon


    


    The Lost One couldn’t understand why he hadn’t sensed Ralph’s presence before he’d fallen, panting hard and under attack, into their small refuge. The circle of people broke, crying out as they flung themselves out of the way although, in all honesty, there was no place to run. The emptiness had entered with Ralph and was blocking the door.


    No time to waste. Simon grabbed Annyeke’s hand, although she was already reaching for him, took her mind-strength together with the strength from the cane and sent what was surely the last of the energy he had into the mind-net as it fought against the whiteness. With it went some of the colour of the words the people had gifted him with, but he couldn’t help that. He would have to make do with what he had left, somehow.


    A heart’s breath and then the white mist shrunk away from Ralph and the other two, whom he could see were Jemelda and Thomas, and disappeared beyond the door. They were safe, for the moment. He hunkered down in front of Ralph, didn’t know what to say though so many speeches were crowding his blood and his tongue he could have written many scrolls with them. In the end what he said made no sense but it was the first thought to escape him, and it made him focus.


    “Ralph. I thought you’d never arrive.”


    It was then he realised the presence of the Lammas Lord might be the best thing of all. Before Simon could speak his hope, Thomas had stumbled to his feet and taken a step or two in his direction. He jumped out of the way, unconsciously bringing his hand to his cheek where the blacksmith had once scarred him. No wound there now, because of the raven, because of his luck. He raised the mind-cane in front of him and the blacksmith stopped, cursing. Jemelda joined him, her eyes darting from him to Ralph and back again. This close, Simon could see the murderous intent in her heart towards them both, so thick and dark he would never be able to find a way through to both her and the woman she carried within, and bit down his grief. Neither Jemelda nor Frankel deserved to bear such burdens.


    “Coward,” Thomas said, his tone heavy with scorn.


    “Yes, always,” Simon replied. “But I will do what I must to ensure we may live.”


    “You use the cane to save yourself,” Jemelda spat her words at him so he blinked. “But you will never face me directly.”


    “No time,” was his terse reply. “We are under attack from something greater than our causes.”


    Jemelda whirled round to follow the direction of his gaze. Outside, instead of the street, the shattered houses and the trees, there was only the thick mist which undulated against the door and obliterated everything that should have been in his view. Simon felt sick to the mind and gripped the cane more strongly, patterning the shape of it against his skin.


    “On the contrary,” Jemelda turned back to him, a sneer disfiguring her face. “It is an ally to help us destroy you, and its time is here at last.”


    Simon could find nothing to say in response but, after a heartbeat or two, someone moved out of the shadows. It was Frankel.


    “Jemelda,” he whispered. “Please, do not do this. We need to fight together. Please …”


    She turned to gaze at her husband. Simon wondered if this was it, if this was the moment when he came to matter less to the Tregannon cook than the needs of the land she loved, the moment when everything changed. But something within him remained empty and he understood before Jemelda had even opened her mouth how there was, for her, no way back.


    “No,” she said. “We must fight the murderer amongst us, if we are to be free.”


    Three things happened at once. Ralph took a step forward and stood in front of Simon as if to protect him from attack, even though the mind-cane would surely be protection enough. Behind him his father began to curse and mutter, and Simon heard the words in his thought even though they were impenetrable to the ear: it is coming, it is coming, it is coming …


    Third and finally, the mind-net broke and the emptiness came flooding in.


    Screams filled his mind, not his own but those of the people around him. Within the screams he saw the colours of their history, the words they had willingly given him and those they had not. And, beyond them, the history and words of Ralph and the people he had brought with him, both those in the night-woman’s home and those scattered across the village.


    Many of the people who’d taken refuge elsewhere died at once as the mist swallowed them up. Simon could sense the precise moment they were no more, each death taking a part of the whole, a part of himself. Almost as if his skin was being torn from his bones piece by piece. No. The word flashed into his mind, powered by black and silver and strengthened by the cane’s power. He grasped it, using it to fight off the terrible whiteness and to hang on to his sense of who he was. I am the Lost One, but I am not lost yet.


    He tumbled back into the reality of the village dwelling. Now the screams were in the air also, but strangely muffled, as if the mist was choking them off. Behind it was Jemelda’s terrible laughter, a sound which made him tremble. From instinct he grasped for Ralph but could not find him. Damn the man for never being there when the connection between them might have grounded him in this battle. But by the stars Simon would find another grounding or die a second time in the attempt.


    He could not do this alone, even with the mind-cane’s power deep within. He needed someone he knew and knew well to bring it out; he was a half-Gathandrian, not a full mind-dweller. And, as he stumbled forward, fighting to keep his balance even though he could scarcely breathe and the whiteness was stifling him, he knew who was in reach and whom he should try.


    Letting his mind roam free and cutting out any distractions as best he could, he formed one word in his thought, one beyond the words he had received earlier: father.


    How easy he assumed the connection would be. He was Bradyn’s son after all, no matter how bitter and distant the relationship between them. Blood should call to blood when there was none other to help. But there was only the silence where no words dwelt and no hint of his father’s whereabouts. Please. No time to think: he brought the cane to his own forehead and drove its power through him directly. It was flame and darkness, light and terror, and all else of horror and joy besides, but he held on as his mind blistered. Then it was there, a faint echo: it has come, it has come, it has come …


    He wrenched the cane away and was at Bradyn’s side in an instant. In the overwhelming whiteness filling both air and heart, he could no longer see anything but he could feel the shape of the old man and recognise his thought and his trembling well enough.


    It has come, he repeated his father’s chanted words, bridging the gap and not caring how much pain such a link caused. It has come and now I need you. I need you to centre me, please.


    All these thoughts Simon had assumed he would never say and now here they were, as if they had been waiting all along. And with it the truth which lay at his own heart: I love you, please help me.


    He didn’t wait for an answer but grasped his father’s face, feeling his way in the white darkness which surrounded him, and placed his fingers on his forehead. He expected shock, perhaps terror, or even confusion, as his father had made no sign he’d understood any part of what was happening in the last few day-cycles. Instead, he was pulled into Bradyn’s mind as if the old man had been waiting for him. Simon had the impression of breaching a barrier or finding a way open to him, and then an explosion of colour overwhelmed his senses: red and the deepest green, silver and sunlight, with behind it the river of blue he carried with him always. His father cried out. Simon could hear his voice in the air as well as in his thought. If he stayed here too long, Simon would kill his mind and, despite the resentment he still carried at how his father had betrayed him, this realisation brought bile to his mouth. He would not kill again if he could help it, for his mother’s sake and, by the gods, for his own. But he must find the word, the one hidden in the colours, the one he had not been able to reach during the mind-circle before.


    Give me it this time, please.


    Streaks of crimson began to appear in front of Simon’s eyes and he knew the time he had was rapidly vanishing and in the turn of a story’s edge his chance would be gone. He plunged into the colours, inhabiting them instead of simply staring. Their fierceness clutched and tore at his skin like the beaks of ravens, or one raven, had once done, and his cries, real now, mingled with his father’s. Please.


    Then he had it. In the very centre of his father’s mind, the word dwelt. He reached out to take it but the sudden image of his mother’s face reared up before him and he stumbled backwards, tears springing unbidden to his eyes. No, you cannot fail now.


    The voice was his father’s, how he had used to sound in the days when Simon was young, before his mother was killed. Only the shock of this stopped his backward motion and propelled him forward once again. He reached out, took the word, felt the memories of his mother and what she had meant to them both sinking into his understanding. He wanted so much to stay and remember but he could not; his father would die and a world of people, including the man he was bound to, would be lost and he could stomach neither of those futures.


    He ripped himself from his father’s mind, trying to do the least damage possible, but speed not comfort was important now. Simon came to himself, back in the night-woman’s house, his father’s screams echoing in the air, his father’s word lodged deep within his mind: sacrifice.


    Binding it to the strength of the remaining words, he plunged himself and the cane into the heart of the killing mist. Something inside it twisted away from him and he sensed a kind of submission but it was not enough. The story he held in his thoughts, the secrets and truth behind the words of the others, and his father were somehow not enough. He needed more.


    How the Lost One had hoped it would not come to this, but his own fears and dreams were unimportant in the face of this cruel onslaught on what they held as precious. He swept the mind-cane in a perfect arc in front of him and the resulting swift flames gave him a respite he could tumble through, back into the harshness of the rough flooring and the reality of the wintry air. He blinked and reached out with his mind to find the one he was seeking. Surely Ralph would make the story complete. He had to.


    At the same time, his father’s consciousness battered against his own once more as the old man tumbled against him. For a moment, he had no idea what was happening, and then he sensed Jemelda framed against the terrible whiteness behind her. She was holding a jagged stone with both hands high above her head and he didn’t need to be any kind of mind-dweller to know her intent.


    


    Jemelda


    


    This time, she was sure of herself. The appearance of the mist was strengthening her thoughts and even her very life seemed to be blended with the universe within her. She could hear the screaming and how those around her, both friend and enemy, were dying or trying to escape. But to where she could not guess. The mist was all around and within and would not let them go till its deadly and wonderful purpose was complete.


    Your time is now, trust yourself.


    And she found she did. Reaching out, she touched someone – she thought it was Thomas but couldn’t be sure – and used his body to thrust herself in the direction she had last seen the murderer. With her other hand, she bent down and scrabbled at the floor. This house was a poor one and there would be something there for her purpose. Her heart beat fast at the thought of it. Sure enough, as the right herbs make the dish sing, her fingers found rough stone and grasped it. It was heavier than expected but she had the strength of two women, one dead and one living, to lift it.


    She took two steps forward and then heard the old man, the murderer’s father, scream. The murderer must be with him but for what reason she could not tell. Then she saw the scribe. He landed heavily in front of her as if he had suddenly arrived from a great distance and a long journey. His face was pale and his eyes shone with terror. The voice had been right. Now was her time, their time. Before the man could recover himself, she lifted the stone high and began to bring it down upon the murderer’s head.


    From nowhere, someone else stepped in front of her, someone thin and grey-haired, his eyes wild with a strange knowledge she couldn’t comprehend. The murderous scribe disappeared from view, the old man pushing him away from her attack. But it was too late to do anything to stop herself, the blow was already in motion. With a great cry, she brought the stone crashing down on flesh and bone. She heard a splintering sound and then a gurgled moan, cut off suddenly. The next moment something warm and wet splattered over her hand and face and she couldn’t help but gasp. The taste of blood in her mouth, iron and bitter. She prayed the blood was the scribe’s.


    Then she heard his voice.


    


    Simon


    


    “Jemelda.”


    Simon felt his father die, his mind ripped from his fragile body in one overwhelming flood of deep colour which was there for a heartbeat and then no more. The physical contact between them as his father’s body lay sprawled on top of him plunged the sensation deeper within his thought so he would, he believed, never be free of it. He tasted blood in his mind before he felt it on his lips and the mind-cane tumbled away.


    “Jemelda,” he gasped, somehow dragging himself to his knees, clasping his father’s body. “What have you done?”


    Her only response was to lunge for the stone again, her deep fury driving her onward. The next target would be himself. Simon could not have let go of his father if he had tried, but he grabbed for the stone anyway, as far as he could see it in the mist. His fingers touched its rough surface and then slipped away as Jemelda got there first.


    Even though she couldn’t speak, he could hear the words in her head: This time, this time we will succeed.


    She raised the stone above him and began to bring it down towards his head. Whatever happened, he could not move fast enough to escape her. And the cane was out of reach.


    


    Annyeke


    


    She could hardly breathe, couldn’t form a thought, the only image in her mind being that of Johan. She had to get through this, she refused to leave him. Annyeke Hallsfoot, First Elder of Gathandria, would not die here, and neither would those she’d brought with her, as far as she had the power to save them. When the whiteness fell amongst and within them, Annyeke had felt her words wash away, along with those of the people and all she had left were the pictures they held in their thoughts: war, storm, and winter fields.


    One image within was almost stronger than all, only Johan being more deeply ingrained inside her. She could see a woman’s hands and a stone dripping with blood. Dread flowed through her, the need to do something to stop whatever was about to happen forcing her forward though she could see nothing. Then in the middle of the screams and terror, she heard it: the clatter and fizz of what must surely be the mind-cane falling to the floor. She ran towards it. It would lead her to the Lost One.


    The next moment, she could sense Jemelda reaching for something out of her vision. There was blood everywhere, she could smell it, and prayed it wasn’t Simon’s. Jemelda raised a stone high, her thoughts clouded with anger and crimson triumph.


    Before she could fully assess what she was doing, Annyeke snatched up the mind-cane, hissing with pain as fire tracked through her skin, and brought it sweeping across Jemelda’s back. The cook screamed and the stone fell from her hands. As Jemelda too dropped to the floor, Annyeke could see the searing flame lining her back. Then the mind-cane’s rage at her own possession of it overcame every thought and she cried out.


    Simon was there in an instant, his face shadowed and his hands covered with blood but she understood it wasn’t his.


    Let it go, Annyeke, let the cane go.


    She couldn’t. It was impossible, but she couldn’t find the mind-words to tell him. Her palm was wide open but the cane was melding to her skin and flesh, its power raging through her, shattering her thought from the inside. It would swallow her up and she would be no more, she knew it. Simon.


    The Lost One’s name was wrenched from her lips even before she understood it was there. He was holding her burning hand. Let it go, Annyeke. For if you die, how will I face Johan again?


    Always his humour in the face of darkness. How she had seen that in him but no laughter rose up inside her now. Instead the picture of Johan filled her every sense and she could see the door to survival Simon had opened for her. When she gasped, the mind-cane rolled from her fingers and landed with a movement like silk in the Lost One’s hand.


    At the same time, Jemelda’s frame loomed in front of her. The stone was back in her hands and the fire on her body had vanished. In her mind, Annyeke could see the cook and someone else also. The essence and hatred of Iffenia, the dead wife of the Chair Maker, dwelt indeed within Jemelda and, together, the two women were strong enough to fight again. To fight and to win. Annyeke tried to cry out a warning, but no words came out. The terrible pain in her flesh was the only feeling she knew before the darkness fell around her.


    


    Simon


    


    Annyeke fainted as the skin on her hand boiled with the cane’s deep fire. Simon cursed his anger out but the mind-cane’s touch seared a warning into his mind that the First Elder had tried to give him.


    He twisted round, and saw Jemelda, and that other woman within her also, as she lunged across the ground to kill him. He had a heartbeat only to make a decision and he made it. He thrust the mind-cane towards her, his intent true, and it pierced the skin of her cheek and onwards into her throat. Flame and death went with it and Jemelda screamed again. The sound of her cry ripped through him, along with the sudden dousing of her mind, and then she and the other spirit she carried with her was gone. As if they had never been at all.


    It was then the mist around them began to sing. Simon had no time to react to the fact he had killed Jemelda, although the face in his mind for a heartbeat only was Frankel’s, and then he heard Annyeke. Not with the ear, but only in his thought: Help us, Lost One, or we will surely die.


    He brought the cane back to his body, feeling the heat and heavy beat of death upon it. He had never used the mind-cane for such a purpose before and he wished never to do so again. Now he would use it for life. At the same time, someone landed at his side with a groan, and fingers clutched at his arm.


    


    Ralph


    


    Only the emeralds keep his mind fixed to his body, and maintain his surely useless fight against the force stealing his words and his memories away, piece by piece. The one thing he understands is the battle will be with Simon. The scribe has always been a storyteller, even when he is not writing, and if this airborne enemy is taking away Ralph’s words, then it will surely deem Simon’s as more important. Ralph will fight to the end not to allow this to happen.


    So he clutches the emeralds and forces his way through to where instinct tells him the scribe will be. It seems to take forever but it can only in truth be a few moments when his thoughts begin to spark with the scribe’s nearness. A flash of black and crimson fire and he sees Jemelda outlined against the whiteness, her mouth framed in terror as she screams. Then the sound ceases, and Ralph lunges towards the source of it, where Simon must surely be. His hand touches warm flesh and he groans with the relief the contact gives him.


    Simon. The scribe’s name in his mind is the only one he knows, and he can’t even remember why he has been so desperate to reach him, or what the rounded shapes in his other hand are, but they are linked. They have to be. But how can he tell the scribe what he should know when he cannot access it himself?


    


    Simon


    


    With Ralph’s touch, the Lost One knew exactly what the Lammas Lord longed to tell him. The picture in his mind was as clear as the sun: Ralph and the emeralds, both of them offering him the last word he needed to complete his story.


    What is it? he asked, making the link to Ralph complete by grasping the man’s hand. Give me the word you hold.


    But Ralph was beyond reasoning, and his thoughts were shattered by the mist. Simon could glean nothing and was terrified to cause more damage by entering the Lammas Lord’s mind himself. That way might kill him and he would cause no more death this day. Not if he could help it.


    There had to be another way. But what? The answer came to him along with Anneyeke’s mind-cry: it is over. Help us!


    But not yet, not yet was it over. There were still heartbeats for them to live. Because the Lost One grasped Ralph’s senseless hand, took the emeralds he found there and ripped their master’s word they had kept safe all this time from their bright mystery: desire.


    Ralph’s word was desire. Simon’s mind swallowed it up, and in it found his own once more: acceptance. As both words pierced his thought, they joined with those of the people and created a multi-coloured circle in which everything was born, dwelt and had its being. A place where there was no silence but only perfect song, no dissent but only a harmony which came from the air and the earth and the sky. The colours danced with the music, and Simon thought he had never experienced anything so perfect, and knew he would never afterwards be able to describe it to his satisfaction. Within the circle, pulsating most strongly with green, the words lived to the full: expanse and grief, despair, mistrust, anger, bitterness, all of these alongside loyalty, trust, hope and love. Binding them together were acceptance and desire.


    It was nearly enough. The white mist spat at the circle but could not enter it. Neither did it vanish and when the story had finished, the silence would remain to destroy them. An instinct deeper than words drove the Lost One to his feet, clutching the mind-cane. As he heard from somewhere within the long and distant cry of the snow-raven, he glanced down at Ralph and saw the Lammas Lord’s hooded grey eyes fixed on his own. He was still there then, somehow.


    With a great triumphant cry, Simon the Lost One swung the cane once more through the dancing circle and the words within. Fire sprang from the silver carving and the words flew towards and inside it, forming something far greater than themselves and far greater than Simon had ever known. As the brightness and the flame melded into his flesh and thought, he knew this time his actions were for life, not death, and he understood this was good.


    Then the darkness of pain swallowed him up and he could sense no more.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Seventeen: The Music of Words


    


    Annyeke


    


    One moment a chaos of silent destruction whirled and beat around and within her, the next the overwhelming pounding which lanced Annyeke’s mind ceased and she felt her thoughts begin to unfurl once more. And with them words: words of memories, words of present truth and future imagination. She almost sobbed aloud at the relief of knowing herself again. When the pain of loss was at its worst, she had looked up, and seen the Lost One in the middle of a circle of green, words singing from inside it, singing through him also. She thought she recognised her own word, and then the circle exploded into the mist. It was then the mist vanished, and her world came back.


    She fell to her knees, gasping, and desperately trying to assess the injuries, or worse, of the people around her. As she reached out with her mind, her eyes were still fixed on the Lost One, and she cried out a warning as he too fell, his face expressionless.


    “Simon.”


    As he dropped to the ground, Annyeke saw behind him the looming figure of the blacksmith, the crimson of hatred and revenge swirling round his head. The knife in Thomas’s hand flashed silver in a sudden burst of sunlight through the clouds, and she opened her mouth to cry out again. But Simon was beyond hearing and she was too far away to help him. She could not bear the thought of her friend dying again and cursed her own helplessness. Please help him, she prayed, fearing the pointlessness of it. Please help him.


    


    Ralph


    


    He has nothing left, or that is what he believes. Simon has the jewels and, as for Ralph, he is spent. This day-cycle he cannot be the soldier he needs to be. The scribe must save them from the silence which has no end, if anything can. Then the darkness falls.


    Time-cycles stop and he cannot tell whether he has been here for a second or a season, but the blackness within does not fade to white, as he is expecting. Instead, it seems to take a breath he cannot take and in which he cannot, though yes he tries, lose himself. From nowhere the darkness pierces his ears and he flinches as words come hammering into his head: Simon. Please help him, please …


    It is the voice of the Gathandrian elder which tears his mind from its would-be rest. He cannot tell how she has contacted him but the anguish in the tone spins him into action. Simon? He must not die, he cannot do so.


    Instinct and anger power the Lammas Lord to his feet. When he opens his eyes, he sees the grim face of the blacksmith from the village. He is standing over Simon’s senseless form, knife raised high, in the act of striking a man who cannot fight back. Ralph cries out and launches himself at the blacksmith. He knocks both of them off-balance, away from any danger to Simon. The blacksmith yells out and Ralph doesn’t need to be a mind-sensitive to understand his purpose. This is battle and there can only be one end to it. As the blacksmith turns the knife on him, Ralph grabs his fighting arm and with one blow twists the weapon away. It falls to the earth and both men lunge to grasp it. The blacksmith gets there first, but Ralph’s blood is up and he kicks the knife out of the man’s reach. This time, Ralph is nearer and he seizes the weapon. The blacksmith is already upon him, hands reaching to his throat and in any other circumstances Ralph would be the loser. But today the gods and stars are with him and he has already turned the blade towards his enemy. The blacksmith lands on the knife, the point of it breaching his chest and shattering his heart. The force of his assault brings the whole weight of him down on Ralph’s body, but blood spills from the blacksmith’s mouth and a moment later he is no danger. Ralph hears his own ribs crack, and pain streaks through him as he is drenched in another man’s blood.


    Before he faints, he hisses at the blacksmith who can hear nothing, but Ralph is honour-bound to say it. “Do not kill the man I have pledged to protect. You are a fool to try so.”


    Then the darkness returns to him but this time it is different and somehow comforting.


    


    Annyeke


    This time, she knew it, the battle was truly over. The mist vanished and she could see the world again. It was not her own world, but she was nonetheless glad it looked as it should. That, at least, was something, though in itself not a sight which heartened her. The Lammas village lay in ruins, only one or two houses remained standing.


    Ignoring the pain in her hand, she made her way as swiftly as possible from person to person, checking if any were alive and if so what she could do to help them. For the time it took to begin one of their ancient legends, she was the only one conscious, perhaps because her mind-skills were greater and the blood flowing within her was full-Gathandrian, and she had to hold back tears at each death she found. How this grief had risen amongst those who had already drunk their fill of suffering. She wondered if she could have protected them but she could not see how. She had been here, during this battle, and for their sakes she was glad. But for herself she could not be glad, as nobody should have to face this scene without companionship. Every step pulled her to the earth, it seemed, with each discovered death a failure and each man or woman she found still breathing a small success. She started with Simon, and found him not dead, thank the gods and stars, but as pale as a winter stone. With her unscarred fingers, she hunkered down on the side furthest away from the mind-cane and dared to stroke his hair. It did not wake him, but she could feel his thoughts coming to terms with what had taken place, and with his own part in saving them. Words hummed beneath his skin and they made her smile, but briefly.


    Finding nothing to cover him for warmth, she had no option but to rise, or rather stagger upright, and continue her search for life in those around her. As she swayed before recovering her balance again, she felt the brush of great wings against her face and had to stop herself falling. The snow-raven paid her no heed. Instead the bird hopped through the devastation towards Simon’s head and spread its wings so that they formed a covering over him. Trying to regulate her breathing and unclench her hand, Annyeke acknowledged the bird’s action would at least keep him warm as he slept although its presence unsettled her.


    So she nodded once and could have sworn the raven did likewise to her. But she had no wish to prolong the moment, especially when those around her needed what skills she could offer.


    By the time she finished her search for the living, Annyeke could barely stand. At each man or woman who still breathed, she crouched down and touched their foreheads gently, giving something of her own mind-strength to each. She trusted it would be enough to keep them alive until someone else should wake and help her carry them to shelter. Should there be any such left in the village.


    The first of them to do so was the Lammas Lord.


    


    Ralph


    


    He coughs himself into consciousness, the ache in his leg rising like fire through the rest of his body. He is lying on his side, pressed up against flesh which smells of blood and sweat and iron. It is the blacksmith and Ralph pushes him away, the aroma of death making his gorge rise. He staggers to his knees and spits out bile as he surveys the scene.


    The treacherous mist has gone and he can feel his memories come drifting back. That, as Simon would say with the half-ironic tone he has learnt to love, is something to be grateful for in the midst of this destruction. Every sense alert to any other threat and danger which might arise, he looks for Simon but sees at once the great raven is there before him, vast wings spread. For a moment, and with a beat of his heart he has no time to dwell over, he is ready to protect the scribe once more but the bird is not the enemy and indeed has been more of a friend to Simon than he has been. He will not disturb whatever magic it might be performing. He only hopes its work will be successful.


    He glances round again and sees the First Elder. She is crouching beside someone on the opposite side of the path. He sees a flash of orange leap from her hand and disappear into the body next to her, and at once he is up on his feet again.


    “What are you doing?” he shouts at her, though it is more of a harsh whisper than a shout as he almost falls again.


    She hears him somehow and, may the stars bless her, hurries to his side to offer support. He is pleased to find he is not too proud to accept it though he does not lean on her for long. What kind of soldier and lord would he be if he does?


    Annyeke smiles. “I forget how traditional you Lammassers are. I think there are many other things you could rebuke yourself for apart from that, Lord Tregannon.”


    That makes him blink and he removes his hand from her arm. He cannot gainsay the truth of her words, but she has not yet answered his question. “What were you doing? I saw colour go from you.”


    “I am doing enough to give your people, who have somehow survived this battle, strength as they come to themselves again,” she answers with a slight twist to her mouth. “I don’t believe you can charge me with the crime of murder.”


    No, he cannot. It is simply a soldier’s instinct for treachery and the almost overpowering urge to protect his people has for a moment or two obliterated his better judgement.


    “I know it,” he says quietly, glancing again at the snow-raven but its position is unaltered. “Forgive me.”


    She nods and then, after a short pause, smiles. “Accepted, my lord. And now, if you are able to bear it, we have work to perform.”


    Indeed they do. Until the sun begins to sink in the sky, he and Annyeke carry those few who live but are not yet awake to the old well where they make them as comfortable as possible and find bracken and light branches to cover them for warmth. For a while Ralph wonders if the power of the emeralds has protected him from the worst of the mist’s attack, but in truth it does not matter. He is glad to help those under his rule as best he can. They leave the dead for now. They are beyond helping.


    Finally, the meagre few left to them are gathered by the well. Ralph sits down abruptly and wipes his hand over his face. Despite the chill, he is sweating, and Annyeke likewise. Her skin is red with exertion but her expression keeps its customary determination.


    “We have them,” she pants. “There are no more to save.”


    “Except Simon,” he whispers, and she nods.


    “Yes, except the Lost One.”


    Ralph stands up, slowly. “I need to see him.”


    When Annyeke places herself in front of him, there is compassion in her eyes as well as strength. “You need also to care for your people, Lammas Lord.”


    “And I will, I swear it,” he leans forward, catching her gaze so she may fully know his purpose, with no secrets hidden from her. At the same time, several realisations meld together in his thoughts and he is more himself than he has ever been. “I will do so. Believe me, First Elder, I have learnt my lesson well. Here there is no mind-executioner to deceive me with his promises and I understand power is nothing at all without mercy, no matter what my father believed. You have promised me an alliance between our peoples and though these things are strange to us all, I will learn from you and do what clear honour, honour without manipulation, requires of me. My people will live and this land will thrive again, no matter what comes against us. I swear it to you and the gods and stars above, may they hear me and believe my words and my heart. Trust me in this at least, if you can trust me in no other fashion. But while the remnants of my people are yet to wake, when it comes to Simon, there I will do what my blood demands, although there is honour too in it.”


    His words are finished and he breaks his gaze from the First Elder’s, waiting, not quite patiently, for her response. She can, he imagines, conquer his purpose with the power of her own mind, with the skills she evidently has, but he trusts her enough to understand she will not do so.


    Finally, she steps back and this time when he looks at her, the smile she carries is broader.


    “You men are a law unto yourselves,” she says though he is not entirely sure what she means by it. “As you wish, Lammas Lord, as you wish.”


    


    Simon


    


    The Lost One felt comforted. Yes, that was the word which best described his current state. There had been a battle, he knew. Then someone had died and that he did not wish to remember, though he was unable to strike the image from his thought: the castle cook; the mind-cane; death; then darkness, and now the comfort of feathers.


    He longed to stay in this place, but that was not the way of the earth or indeed the sky. The gods would not permit it. And in truth neither would he. Simon had hidden from the reality around him for too long in the past. So he reached out and touched the feathers around him, drawing in the snow-raven’s strength of purpose but not denying his own.


    I must leave you, but I give you my thanks, he said, not speaking aloud but letting his mind take the words to the raven.


    Is it your flying time?


    How good it felt to hear the great bird speak again, even though his language was couched in the images of his race. In Simon’s physical exhaustion, it took him a moment to interpret.


    Yes, I believe so, he said.


    A pause followed and then the feathers began to withdraw from around him. At the same moment, he heard the sound of hobbling footsteps and Ralph’s voice.


    “Simon.”


    The mind-cane leapt once in his hand as the Lammas Lord came to a halt in front of him and fell to his knees. Behind him, Annyeke hurried up, a frown lining her face, but the Lost One could pay her no heed. His attention was gripped by Ralph’s agonised expression, the way his hands danced patterns in the air around Simon but did not dare to touch. “Simon. Are you well? The raven …”


    “Has not hurt me, Lord Tregannon. I am well enough. Perhaps he has restored me with those magical feathers of his.”


    Simon’s voice was rough and his throat ached, but his limbs were sound and, with the help of Ralph and Annyeke, he managed to stand. The snow-raven kept his distance and the mind-cane was silent, though he felt the bird’s heat soothing his skin. “The battle?”


    “It is over,” Annyeke replied. “You defeated our enemy, Lost One. I thank you for it.”


    “But there is much to do,” Ralph added, his gaze breaking with Simon’s and taking in the village and the people around them. “We must finish what you have started.”


    Before he could reply, Annyeke hugged him, and Simon felt the colours of her thoughts flowing easily alongside his own. Over her shoulder he glanced at Ralph and smiled. After a heartbeat or two, the Lammas Lord nodded and held out his hand, this time steadily. Simon took it, felt the promise it held for them all.


    It was enough.


    


    

  


  
    Epilogue: Three moon-cycles later


    


    Annyeke


    


    In the first light of morning, the Gathandrian First Elder stood by her beloved lemon tree and stretched both mind and limbs to greet the sun just beginning to warm the land. The action reminded her of the day-cycle, not so long ago but seeming a lifetime, when she had padded out to enjoy her garden whilst everyone else was asleep and seen the first hint of new growth on her tree. Everything had started then, and now it was finished. Or rather the land and the people were experiencing a new beginning and she was grateful. Even the tree was in full blossom, its leaves the deepest green and the colour they should be. No messages from the gods for her this morning, apart from the blessings of bright air, sunlight and safety.


    Since the day when the Lost One had fought the Battle of Silence, as the people were beginning to call it, and won them back their stories, the land had changed, for the better. All the lands. Back then, once the Lammassers had begun to waken after the fight, and seeing Ralph and the Lost One assuming control of the aftermath of war, working together she noted, Annyeke had stepped away and, using the two emeralds she had in her possession, taken her leave of them.


    She would have preferred a less bumpy journey back to Gathandria, but not everything could be perfect, or how she might like. A terrible admission for a red-headed woman to make, but it did not matter as she would not be sharing this thought with others. Except perhaps Johan, one day soon. At the time she had landed with an undignified thump in the middle of the public square, next to a startled Talus and a more than relieved Johan. When her beloved had helped her to her feet, he had hugged her until she thought she would never breathe again before smoothing down her hair and wiping what must have been smudges from her face.


    She had hugged him back before turning to speak with her people gathered there and those more distant in the city. Holding Johan’s hand tightly in her uninjured one and with her other arm around her foster son, she had told them her thought.


    The battle is won, she had said. The Lost One and our own courage have saved us. The lands are safe in truth. Now we can live again.


    After that, she had all but fainted – oh the shame of it – and Johan had carried her home, Talus tugging eagerly on her skirts as they strode through the streets.


    Now in the daylight she could smile, just a little, at that memory. Since then, life had been better. The very next morning after her return, she and Johan, along with the rest of the people, had begun to rebuild their city with a greater confidence than they had possessed before. Something of the darkness around them had eased and they had started to find hope. Hope was always good, and the rediscovery of it had opened Annyeke’s eyes to how much it had been missing before.


    The Gathandrian Library had been the most astonishing revelation of them all. Since her vision there when the colours of green and silver had come to her, almost from nothing, her meditations had grown deeper and she now spent time each morning bringing the colours to her and giving herself to them. Somehow it gave her wisdom for the role the Great Spirit had given her. It must have been the way the Lost One saved them, by restoring the words which had been taken, as when Annyeke had entered the library two day-cycles after the Lammas battle, she could sense its spirit already at work: colours flowed through the air, and the parchment and books pulsated with red and blue and gold. The Book of Blood was nowhere to be found, destroyed she assumed in their victory, and she had been all the more relieved for it. The task of rebuilding the Library’s walls and rooms and shelves was as a result proving far easier than she had assumed, although it would be many moon-cycles before it was fully finished.


    Against these delights, the last three moons had had difficult aspects to them also. What elder could ever say everything was so well it could not be improved? The presence of Iffenia, how she had influenced the Lammas cook and how she still dwelt in her husband the Chair-Maker could not be ignored.


    Annyeke had therefore gathered her courage to her and, with the blessing of the remaining elders, taken the Maker of Chairs, Iffenia’s beloved, to the ancient place of prayer. The journey had not been a long one and he had not spoken a word to her during it. Instead a cloud of impenetrable black shadowed him and kept them both company in their quietness.


    When they reached their destination, the Chair Maker had spoken first against all that was right.


    “You wish for me to leave you and your people, and take my beloved with me,” he said, his voice and mind tearing at her soul as his anger and grief flooded through her. “And you and the elders have the power to do it now the Book has gone and whilst Iffenia and I remain so weak after the battle. But I tell you this, First Elder, you will say no prayer on my or my wife’s behalf for mercy. Because for as long as I live there will be none such. For unless you kill me and therefore destroy us both, there will be no real peace for you.”


    In response, Annyeke strode up to him, brushing his mind-power aside and replacing it with her own. Just for a heart-moment, his eyes widened and she sensed the Gathandrian behind the obsession which consumed him, but then he was gone. Some things could never be rescued.


    She gripped his arms and shook him, allowing the strength of her role and calling to match his.


    “I have killed before,” she whispered, “and if it is needful I will kill again. For my country, for my people, and for those I love. Know that, Chair-Maker. And may the lack of peace you offer remain with you, until all things are resolved in the Spirit’s mind.”


    For a moment or two, she thought he might fight her, he and Iffenia both, but the power they possessed had been weakened. They were no longer any match for her and the strength the elders shared with her.


    So Annyeke watched and kept on watching as he left, stumbling away in a frenzy of black and red and darkest purple mind-fire until his figure disappeared entirely from view in the higher hills. She felt the stain of him on her skin and wondered if all First Elders felt the same and if it would ever truly leave her. Then she had fallen to her knees and prayed until her heart was calmer again.


    It had, she thought then, been the hardest thing she had ever done. Without the Book of Blood, any future attack on them would be weaker. If the Chair Maker ever returned then she and her people would be ready.


    A sudden soft footfall behind her as she stood in the garden, overcome by memories, and she felt gentle arms encircle her waist. You think too much, Annyeke.


    She smiled at Johan’s words. Perhaps that is what drew you to me in the first place?


    One of many things, I am sure. He kissed the top of her head and she leant backwards into his embrace, sensing the delight between them as their minds melded.


    Talus is asleep? she asked him.


    Fit to sleep all the morning through unless we rouse him, he replied. I did not believe a child could sleep so much. Now I know better.


    This time Annyeke laughed and brought their hands to rest on her gently swollen belly, the first outward sign of what was to come. She was thankful her worst experiences would soon be balanced with such a blessing. We will have a chance to compare the sleeping patterns of children when the summer-season is gone, though the women tell me we will be lucky to get any sleep at all. Perhaps when the Lost One comes here to welcome our daughter, he will give us the gift of sleep that Talus has now.


    Johan joined in her laughter and hugged her closer still.


    I would set nothing past Simon the Scribe, he said. He has proved to be a most unusual cousin.


    


    Ralph


    


    The Lammas Lord closes the castle door behind him and takes in a breath of the warm evening air. Three moon-cycles since the internal wars ceased and he is at last beginning to sleep well at night. His wounds have healed, thanks to Simon’s skill with herbs and the mind-cane’s power, but his leg still aches when the day’s work is over. Something in him sees this as fitting, a reminder of what he has done and the vital necessity never to let it happen again.


    In the moon-cycle after the wars, when the dead had been buried and the mourning-drum had ceased to sound, the people had remained suspicious of him and his intentions, and he could not blame them for it. Moreover the presence of Simon, the cane and the strange raven continued to stir up fear in their hearts and minds and for a while he wondered if nothing had been achieved which could be counted as hope at all.


    Then, one morning as that first moon-cycle was waning, Ralph had risen early, taken the emeralds he kept close to his bed and left his chamber, his intent clear. At the threshold he had paused and glanced back, smiling to see Simon still sleeping, one arm splayed out across the pillows, his expression one of satisfaction and peace. This blessing had been one he longed for but had never thought would come about, but in the end it had been Simon who came to him on the second seven-day after the battle. The scribe had said nothing when he entered Ralph’s bedchamber that night after a day when both of them had been busy directing the men and women in the rebuilding of their village and ensuring the little food they had left or which the people could find was fairly allocated. Odd how there was so much Ralph had wanted to say at the sight of him, but Simon simply closed the door quietly, padded over the stone floor and slipped into the bed next to him.


    At their first touch, Ralph believed Simon had known everything in any case and after that, their re-encounter had been surprisingly easy. The mind-executioner had for a while lain in spirit between them, both in his overpowering of Ralph’s actions and in his ravishment of Simon’s mind, but then later that no longer mattered, as the colours forged in their coupling were strong enough to overcome his memory. The talking too had come later and in fits and starts – at heart Ralph was a soldier, not a lover – but it was slowly becoming enough. A new thing for him but a good one, and he took joy in it.


    But that first morning, no matter how much he longed to cherish the beginning of the day in Simon’s arms, Ralph had other purposes in mind. So he moved through the castle rapidly, gathering cloak and boots where he had left them in his dressing area, and striding through the corridors and down the great stairs until he came to the outer hallway. He did not bother with washing. With what he had in mind, there would be no point.


    In the courtyard, he passed the kitchen and could not help glancing over, thinking of Jemelda. His failure to recover her haunted him and, even though there was a new cook there now, a woman from the village and barely more than a girl, it would be a long time before he stopped seeing Jemelda’s face in his dealings with the kitchen. It would be a long time too before he forgot the look in Frankel’s eyes. The cook’s widower had lived in the castle since the battle and had not set foot in his old domain. Apolyon, Ralph’s young steward, looked after him as well as his master. Ralph would have it no other way.


    That morning, the Lammas Lord did not saddle his horse and did not call for his steward. Instead he made his way to the fields, carrying with him the tools he had found abandoned in one of his outbuildings. The journey took longer than usual as his leg remained weak, but the pain was bearable and he would have to use only the skills he possessed, not those he did not.


    Once at the furthest field, one close to where Jemelda had burned their seeds, Ralph had removed his cloak and knelt on it. Then he had got to work, using his hands and the hoeing implements to turn the soil around each sprig of corn in order to encourage its growth. This was work for the poorest of the people and he had never done it himself, but he had seen it done when touring his fields and it was easily remembered. Not so easy to perform though and only the start of an autumn story had gone by before his muscles ached and he gasped for water. It had been evident that all the military exercises in the world meant nothing when it came to working on the land. Nonetheless, the emeralds at his side gave him warmth and purpose and he continued the labour, moving his cloak every few minutes to the next part of the corn row and the next and the next until the sun was fully risen in the sky. That was where the first field-labourers found him when they came to commence their day-cycle. They had said nothing, but had stared for a long while, their amazement evident, before walking to the far side of the field and beginning the same work there. Not long after, Simon had joined him, bringing him water which he was more than grateful for, and touching him lightly on the cheek in the way they had before taking his place beside him and working with him. Ralph was pleased to see the mind-cane and the raven had been left behind.


    For three day-cycles the two of them worked in this way, and on the third day the villagers had joined them where they laboured. From then on, something between the Lammas Lord and his people had softened and changed. Ralph had begun to feel a deeper connection with the land and world he and his family had ruled for so long, and a slow acceptance from the people he had never known before and which, now, he treasured.


    After the fields, he and Simon had turned their attentions to labouring on the houses in the village, making them fit for the people to live in, and finding time too at the end of the day-cycle to forage for food in the woods. For that, and because of his leg, Ralph rode his stallion Nightcloud who could more easily find out edible winter-leaves and fruits than could any man. The very fact of riding brought him joy also, as it had always done.


    During these last three moon-cycles, there has been connection with the Gathandrians too, an alliance Ralph has come to value, not least for the pleasure the visits of Annyeke and Johan give Simon. Their two emeralds seem to have power enough to bring them easily between countries, but he wonders if it is something to do with Annyeke’s strength of heart, as well as the jewels’ strange mystery. Sometimes when the three of them are together talking, he thinks they will never stop, but when he remembers the experiences all three have shared together, particularly Simon and Johan, then he cannot find it in his heart to begrudge the companionship. A man needs friends, as well as a lover, and it pleases him he and Annyeke have become closer. For a woman, she has wisdom, though it riles her to hear him think in this way.


    Both their countries are healing, slowly but surely. With luck and with the gods and stars behind their efforts, they may yet pull through this time of scarcity into the fullness of summer.


    All of which ponderings bring him to this evening and his purpose in being here, in the castle courtyard. For tonight Simon has asked him to accompany him to the edge of the woods, where the stars are at their brightest. He has said it is important and Ralph believes him. For now, he has not delved further. He is learning, in this relationship with this man, how to give him the space he needs. He trusts together they and the people can build another kind of future far apart the life they have lived in the past. Perhaps after all, he is different from his father, and in that too there is value.


    


    Simon


    


    The scribe watched Ralph for a few moments before stepping out from the corner of the castle to greet him. The mind-cane rested in his hand, and above him the snow-raven circled in the darkening air. He could feel the mind-link between the three of them calm and strong beneath his skin, and treasured the haunting melody and colours it produced. He would try to remember them always, he swore it.


    For he had been waiting for three months for this day and this hour-cycle. The realisation had come upon him slowly but had been growing in intent over the last week. He could no longer deny it, and neither could he talk about it with others. Not even Johan or Annyeke. And not even Ralph though he had chosen the Lammas Lord to accompany him during this last journey. He wished he had time to write the stories which lived in his thought and body, but that much was up to the gods and stars. He could not see it. Because the end of his own legend was approaching.


    He greeted Ralph with a brief kiss, savouring the way their colours blended on his lips, red and blue and the deepest mauve. Simon sensed the Lammas Lord’s curiosity but also his patience, hard-won. He hoped he would not keep him guessing for too long, but he could not explain anything now. It was destined to keep until they came to the place the mind-cane had showed him. The place where his journey, seemingly so long ago, had truly begun.


    Thank you for agreeing to accompany me, Simon said in thought only, knowing this close and after their recent love-making, the words would be simple for Ralph to hear. I have need of a friend.


    I am glad you do me the honour of counting me as such, Lost One.


    Ralph’s words were faint, due to his status as mind-sensitive and not a full dweller, but Simon heard them nonetheless, and his answering smile echoed Ralph’s own.


    The two men took the journey through the courtyard, over the newly-repaired bridge and onto the path around the woods to the fields in silence. Near the stables, however, Simon lingered for a moment in case Ralph wished to ride, but the Lammas Lord merely shook his head and walked on, his limp not as pronounced as was usual for the end of a day. Still, Simon set a slower pace to lessen any pain. He would feel it too if it happened.


    As they walked, the Lost One gripped the mind-cane close and remembered. The snow-raven had flown on ahead and he could not see the bird for the darkening sky. He trusted the raven would know when to appear again, if he did. All the time, in his memory Simon saw Carthen, his lost boy, and Isabella too, Johan’s sister. Alongside her, Iffenia, the elder’s dead wife, and all the havoc she had wrought in the lives of Jemelda and, through her, Frankel. Simon hoped one day Frankel could be easy in his presence, but he understood this would not be soon, if he was spared tonight. Still, he prayed for it, and with a depth which had not been present in his prayers for a long time. He remembered Thomas the Blacksmith also, and his own father, and he wished with all his soul his father could have lived. Simon would have tried to come close to him if that particular blessing had been granted, in a way they had never been close for most of his life. There was no saying if he could have done this, but for the love of the stars he would have liked to try.


    Impatiently, Simon brushed a hand over his eyes and felt Ralph’s brief touch on his arm. It gave him strength. Some things were not destined to be, and his father’s return to him was one of those.


    But this evening, he had other matters to attend to, and he must give them his undivided heart, mind and soul if they were to be carried out to the full. Ralph would know all soon.


    Finally the two men reached the edge of the Lammas boundary, the fields which led to where the mountains had once been, in their ancient splendour. The mind-cane in Simon’s hand began to hum, although he could see no sight of the snow-raven.


    But it was the mind-cane which had brought him here, wasn’t it? All those day-cycles of terror, discovery and strange deep joy had brought him once more to this place. Not long ago, but how it seemed like a lifetime since the scribe had stood here, at the path to the mountains, poised between one life and another. How well he remembered the fear which had thundered through him, fear of what the Gathandrians, Johan and the unfortunate Isabella, had asked him to do, fear of the mountains, fear for the young boy that had stood next to him, and fear for himself.


    He had taken the first step then, but the choices on that day-cycle had been obvious: stay in Lammas and die, or travel through the terrifying mountains and live. Today, the choices were not so clear. The Lost One frowned and the humming of the mind-cane at his side intensified. Turning towards the artefact, he grasped it more closely, but as had been increasingly the case during these last seven-days, it danced out of his grip. How he missed the warmth of it flowing through his thoughts.


    What did it need from Simon? Had he ever in fact been the master it wanted him to be, and could he be so in the future? He would not know until he enquired of it. He squared his shoulders and faced the mind-cane, hands outstretched to the side and vulnerable.


    For a heartbeat before he spoke, he was going to sift the words only in his thoughts, knowing the cane could read him, but then he understood he was here not simply of his own volition, but on behalf of Lammas, and Gathandria, and all the countries beyond. So his voice met the evening air and twisted into the wind.


    “I don’t know what you want,” he told the cane, “and perhaps I have never done so. But you have been both an enemy and a friend to me, and whatever you wish I will try to do it. You know the visions I have seen these last few day-cycles, but I cannot sift their rightness from my own imaginings, and fears too. So, please, speak to me in a way I can truly understand.”


    Simon had thought the cane would come to him then, rest in his hand in the way he longed for it to do. Instead, silver fire flew from its carving, something like the sun and stars, and surrounded him with light. He heard Ralph cry out and then everything went silent.


    He opened his eyes, not having realised he had closed them but the light must have been too bright to bear. It was softer now, thank the stars, so he sat up from where he had fallen, and stretched out his hand. At once he heard a low and unfamiliar voice.


    It is time.


    Whether those words were only in his mind or spoken aloud, he could not have said. He only knew they were true, and in a way that cut him to the heart, though he did not wish to understand them.


    No.


    The silence following his denial swallowed him up as the land swallows water. He could not endure it, but when he opened his mouth, the silence filled him also, crushing any words he might have had. Inside him, it felt white and heavy, like snow. Almost as it had in the last battle, and he could not bear the thought of revisiting such terrors once again. He had had enough of winter and silence, and even though it threatened to overpower him, he would be damned if he’d let it. Concentrating with the powers the mind-cane itself had liberated in him, he pierced through the whiteness within and found his own small centre. The effort of it all but shattered him but he fought on, holding to his sense of himself, the blue and the silver, as much as he could. All the time, the denial he had voiced clung to him, nearly choking him until finally he had strength enough to release it.


    Enough! You must listen to me, as well as I to you. Is that not where grace lies?


    A flash of heat in his mind and the silence suffocating him ebbed slowly away. Simon took a much-needed breath and rose to his feet.


    You have spoken well, this time-cycle.


    Thank you, was the only thought he could convey, though a wealth of others lay lurking beneath. Then: Are you the mind-cane in truth?


    A sensed sound like laughter, quickly hushed, and only this: I am what I will be and what I have always been.


    Good, thought Simon, another riddle to add to the many riddles this role of Lost One had given him. So I am not to know the answer to my question?


    There are many questions and the answers do not satisfy them, nor would they satisfy your thoughts, Lost One. Have I stepped alongside you for all these lengths and you have not understood this simplicity?


    That much was true, and in these words Simon found a rock of sorts he could hold to. He laughed, and his laughter formed strange spikes in the air around him which melted away almost at once. There is much I do not understand and much I never will, and perhaps this is true between us in both ways though I cannot tell it for sure. But you speak of time and I long to know your meaning: the time is here, for what?


    You fear so much it blinds you. Do you not read and digest the legends, the legends which speak of you?


    Simon let the memory of the legends Annyeke had showed him and the ones already in his blood fill his thoughts. He could see nothing obvious the mind-cane might be trying to convey to him, simply the story and life he knew: a boy lost and found again through danger and pain; a slow realisation of his life’s meaning; the struggle to change what had gone wrong; the battles on the way; death and life again; and then a kind of enlightening on the road to achievement. Taught by his friends, the snow-raven and the mind-cane, this was what he knew and what he had found. The legends revealed nothing else, and here he was.


    He blinked and something cleared in his inner vision.


    This is it then, isn’t it? There is nothing more beyond what the legends say and I have come to what is now. Annyeke and Johan and the Gathandrians interpret what is happening through their legends and I have come to the end of their knowledge. The next step is my own.


    He sat down, suddenly, heart beating fast, trying to understand his own unspoken words. Unexpectedly, he laughed, wiping the back of his hand across his mouth, shaking his head. When he looked up, the cane was floating in front of him, its colours sparking and jagged as if puzzled at his response.


    His amusement seeped away and he found himself staring at his strange companion, as if looking at it truly for the first time. And when he came to think of it, perhaps he had not contemplated the fact of the mind-cane before, not with his eyes. At their initial meeting, Simon had been too terrified even to glance at it for more than a moment, let alone gaze like this. Since that time, he had run from the cane, fought with it, been thought-beaten by it and, more recently, held it close in order to access his own power, but he had never truly looked at it.


    He did so now. At first glance, it was nothing more than a walking cane. But, as his eyes grew accustomed to the shape of it, Simon could see slight curves and indentations patterning its smooth ebony length, as if it had lived for so long a time-cycle and endured much which could never be conveyed. What histories had this object seen, both of his own lands, those he knew and those he did not? What people had it encountered, and how had it left them? Terrified, inspired or, most likely, both? If it hadn’t killed them first. By the gods and stars, Simon would never reach the end of its mysteries, however short or long a season they spent together.


    Gradually his eye reached the mind-cane’s carved silver top: the constellations and all their glory in miniature, both beautiful and deadly. The everlasting mountain, present in the sky though no longer here on the land, the lone man and the lovers, the horseman and the elm, the latter his mother’s sign. Then, as the cane slowly spun in its air-dance before him, he could see the signs of the river, the wolf and the oak. Something strong and wild. Finally in the carving and echoed in the night skies came the fox, Ralph’s sign, and the owl, his own. Strange how they were always together, although their differences were so many. He flicked the memory away, believing it unsuited to the time.


    Not so: you must hold that remembrance, and look again, my friend.


    The mind-cane had never spoken to him, in any fashion, with such gentleness before, and Simon was moved to obey. Not that any other choice remained to him, as the both of them were together in this silver no-land, poised between one time and the next, just as he had been at the Lammas outlands before the great mountains.


    He turned his attention back to the cane’s carving. For a while, longer than he would have wished even though he did not think of himself as an impatient man, nothing changed. Then he realised the carving was not only beginning to glow a deeper shade of silver, but it was pulsating too, slowly turning as if linking itself to a more demanding rhythm, one Simon could not yet hear.


    He could not help himself, he reached out to touch it. Before he could complete the gesture, fire leapt from the cane, a long rich flame of all the colours in the world and more besides, piercing the silver structure around them and flying out towards the skies. Simon gasped and rose to his feet, staring as the flame spread itself wider and wider even as it travelled upwards until at last the whole expanse of the sky was linked to the cane’s constellations. He heard singing also, the voice of the mind-cane multiplied a thousand times until the magic of the notes filled his whole being, body and thought, skin, bone and blood. He thought he had never heard anything so beautiful and never would do so again, and he listened and gazed, quite unable to do otherwise, as the fire linked the hidden stars to the land, and back again, and all the gods sang the beauty and meaning of it.


    It was for this he had come; it was for this he had been formed. May the gods and stars themselves grant him the joy and memory of it, he prayed, and knew his plea was surely answered. So the song continued until, in the end, he could take no more joy, being only of the land not yet of the skies, and somewhere the mind-cane knew this, as it knew everything, and the fire ceased, returning to its source, and the song was quiet and everything around them was still.


    After a time-cycle and a time-cycle again, Simon voiced his thought to the cane, knowing at last the strange truth of it. You are the stars, aren’t you, he said. You are the stars and the gods themselves if we could only see them; the carving you carry is no carving as we know it but the life and pulse of the world above, dwelling here on the land below.


    He needed no answer, but the mind-cane gave it him nonetheless: Yes. I am the beginning and the end, the stars, the moon and the sun, the earth you stand on and everything between. Know me.


    With that, the silver glow around the carving flew to Simon’s hand even as he reached up to catch it. If catching such a phenomenon was even a possibility, but had he not seen things as strange as this before? This time, he felt no pain or sudden jolt of power, as had been the custom with the mind-cane when it linked with him. Instead, his mind opened out so all the colours and light, all the sound and silence of the world flowed through his thought, and he found he was laughing with the kind of delight he had never known. His skin too was glowing with reflected light and he could almost track the journey of the cane’s life-force as it passed through his blood; he was at the same time utterly overpowered and utterly free.


    He didn’t know for how long a cycle the wisdom of the mind-cane stayed with him but he understood when it left: at the right time, when he could see how too much happiness might well be beyond his ability to live through. He understood something else too; why the cane had communicated with him in this way, and what it was now intending to do.


    Slowly the sense of overwhelming joy and release drifted away, although the memory of it hovered, like the silver stars and moon, in the depths of his mind, and in his blood and on his skin too. He didn’t think he would ever lose it, but other truths remained. His visions had been right.


    Simon sat down once more. The mind-cane drew closer, its vast connection to the stars and gods above no longer visible but the Lost One knew it remained, if unseen. He took a breath and ran both hands through his hair.


    “Is this what must be? You have decided?” he asked the artefact, finding it easier to voice the words aloud rather than permit them to dwell only in his thoughts where he feared they might prove too powerful to bear. “I don’t believe I can …”


    Then he found he couldn’t finish the sentence, his face wet with sudden tears he was unable to brush away. By the gods and stars themselves, they knew him to the core so what need to hide? His grief itself surprised him as he had not realised his affections had grown so silently and been rooted so deep. Even the glimpse of the joy beyond this life did not lessen the sense of sorrows to be borne now. His end was not yet a while, and all things still needed to be lived through for a time-cycle and a time-cycle to come. So be it.


    “I don’t believe I have the strength to bear it,” he finished quietly, gazing at the mind-cane. “So much have you settled yourself inside me.”


    Where I will remain, where it matters.


    In spite of all to come, the Lost One couldn’t help but laugh. “You are outside the great time-cycle and I within it, or you would not think such thoughts so easily.”


    We are different but we are the same.


    Simon allowed this concept to work its slow way through him before speaking. “Yes, in some ways we are, now. But come, you have a purpose and together the two of us must fulfil it, or what will the gods do then?”


    He stood up and took the cane in his grasp, treasuring its smoothness and warmth against his skin. How at home it felt there. If he had been pondering how the journey back to the world they had come from would be, then there was no time to consider it as the view in front of him shimmered and reformed itself into the Lammas fields. In the distance, the Tregannon castle rose up, jagged but on the way to wholeness once more, against the night sky.


    “Simon.” It was Ralph who spoke first, already stepping forward and clutching him so he did not fall. Which the Lost One might well have done as the method of returning had made his eyes swim and his skin feel hot. So much for thinking this time was easy. “Simon, you’re here.”


    The Lost One smiled at the foolishness of the Lammas Lord’s words, under which so much dwelt that Ralph did not know how to express. If the stars were willing, he would no doubt have to get used to this; the Lammas Lord had always been different.


    He gripped Ralph’s hand, leant his forehead to the other man’s for a heartbeat or two, rejoicing in the wildness and new strength of Lord Tregannon’s mind. His thought-recovery was progressing beyond the Lost One’s hopes, and the value of the emeralds had proved immeasurable. But it was Ralph himself who had made the possibility of mind-healing real. Simon could not forget it.


    “Yes, I am here,” he answered simply. “Did you think I would not be?”


    Ralph smiled a response, gathering his leadership and his sense of dignity around him again like a new cloak.


    “Of course,” he said, stepping away. “You cannot stay away from me for long.”


    Simon raised his eyebrows at that and the mind-cane fizzed a little in his hand. Ralph glanced at it and coughed.


    “And nor I from you,” he said, lowering his voice even though there was nobody around them to hear. “You know it. So, what will happen now?”


    Ah yes then, they had reached this point sooner than the Lost One had wished, but so it must be. The mind-cane had made its choice, but it was up to Simon to bring it to fruition. He prayed for the courage to carry out this act to the full as, without his own willing consent, the cane would have no choice but to stay. If this happened, then he would be no better than the mind-executioner himself.


    He brushed his fingers over Ralph’s face, partly for his own comforting. Then he took several paces away from him, so he was standing with a clear view of both the castle and the ruined mountains.


    “This,” Simon said, stretching his arms as wide as he could, still holding the mind-cane. “This must happen now, and may my own heart utterly consent to it.”


    He wasn’t ready, not by a long river, but the cane had made it clear the time was now and he would have to bear it as best he could. So the Lost One stood, hands outstretched towards the sky, waiting though he wasn’t sure for what. At first the heavens were empty, only the stars in sight. The mind-cane hummed in his hand and he could feel its vibration penetrating his skin and, again, one lone tear slid slowly down his cheek.


    For a time-cycle longer, the sky continued to be clear of anything but stars and still the Lost One waited. He knew as if it had been branded on his bones he had to do this, he had no choice. Or rather, he had already chosen, no matter the loss to come. His arms grew tired and his head ached, and from nowhere he found he was praying, to the gods and stars, and to the great Gathandrian Spirit , wherever it might dwell: in the sky, in the air, in the earth, in the cane. And, over and over again, the words in his mind were these: great Spirit, come, come, great Spirit.


    What held him there, apart from Ralph’s presence, was something deeper he could hardly express to himself: the understanding what he did now had been waited for throughout all time-cycles. It was in some way more important than his discovery of the cane, the terror of the mind-executioner, the wars and even, perhaps, his growing connection with the Lammas Lord, forged from guilt and pain but opening out into light, and love.


    So he waited, peering into empty sky. Then, when he thought he would stumble and fall from the pain in his body clamouring for attention, he felt Ralph step beside him, on the right, where he held the mind-cane up as high as he could. The Lammas Lord grasped his arm, holding it firm, and Simon almost cried out with relief. Slowly the trembling in the Lost One’s body lessened and he felt his breathing grow steadier again. With this help, he could wait for whatever he was waiting for a while longer.


    Thank you.


    He could not speak, could scarcely even nod his thanks, but he hoped Ralph could hear the gratitude easing itself through his thoughts.


    The moon was at its height and the sweat pouring from both of them when Simon finally spotted something bright at the far horizon. Something small and white which could have been a distant star but was not. He made a noise, nothing but a small moan, hardly worth the hearing, but Ralph tightened his grip and drew subtly closer. Simon could sense his readiness for whatever was to come. It made him smile; he wasn’t ready for whatever it might be himself, but the Lammas Lord had always had a soldier’s spirit.


    The white dot in the clear night sky drew ever closer and ever larger, until finally Simon could see the shape of the snow-raven, drifting on the wind towards them. He wanted to cry out, to greet the bird or acknowledge its mysterious presence but he could perform neither act, as his throat was closed with tears. He swallowed them down as the bird came nearer, almost upon them now, and freed his arm from his companion’s support. The ache of independent movement shot through him but he ignored it. There was more at stake here than his own mere comfort, much more.


    Ralph protested, made to reach out for the Lost One’s hand again, but from somewhere Simon found the words he needed: No, please, this is something I need to do alone, for the sake of us all.


    The Lammas Lord shook his head, but stayed back. Simon closed his eyes for a heartbeat or two, finding the will he needed, before opening them again. The time-cycle was now. The great snow-raven was above them, slowly circling. The Lost One knew it would be the last time he ever saw him. Simon remembered how the bird had challenged him and helped him, sometimes being his only companion on the strange journey he had taken, he remembered both the sharpness of his beak and the softness and safety of his wing.


    And then, before he could stop himself, he found himself shouting out to the floating bird, “You have been my friend, in good and bad, and to see you again here is both the best and the worst the Spirit has asked of me. So take this gift I offer you, the gift you have been waiting for, and let the Spirit’s will be done in all time-cycles.”


    With that, he took the mind-cane and flung it into the sky. Its black and silver patterning sparkled in moonlight, and fire leapt from its carving as it flew. Before it could fall back to the earth in its trajectory, the snow-raven swooped down, a song of darkness and light piercing the air, and grasped the cane within its talons. Ralph cried out, and Simon fell to his knees. As he watched, the raven circled them three times, and then with another burst of song, the golden and red notes of which fell softly to the earth, the bird and the cane drifted away. To other lands and, no doubt, other stories.


    The Lost One held them both with his gaze until they were only a vanishing point in the sky, and then nothing at all. He felt Ralph’s steadying grip on his shoulder but the Lammas Lord did not speak. Simon knew he would never see them again, not in this world, and the pain of loss remained. The bird and the mind-cane had changed everything for him and now they had gone.


    At last, he lowered his eyes to the ground. When he blinked he saw one of the golden notes the raven had sung lay shimmering on the grass. He reached out, touched it, and felt its brief burst of warmth before it too was no more.


    Slowly, he stood up and rested his hand on Ralph’s where it still lay on his shoulder.


    “It is over,” he said quietly. “From now on, we must do what we have to do alone.”


    


    *****


    


    One week-cycle later and he still felt bereft. Odd how the knowledge he would see the mind-cane and the snow-raven no more in this life had only deepened since they had left him. Some of the villagers had tried quietly to reassure him that both cane and bird might well return, but nonetheless he knew. It was only Ralph who had not tried to comfort him with falsehoods, and he was grateful. With the rest, Simon smiled at their words and moved the conversation on as best and as fast as he was able. He was simply pleased they felt able to talk with him at all. And indeed there was much to talk about: the continued rebuilding of the Lammas village and the castle; the nurture of the crops; even the way the community itself was changing, partly because of the rebuilding and partly due to the will of the people to make it so. He suspected the world of Lammas would not be as it had been before the Wars, and he wondered what Ralph thought of it, as well as about the rekindled relationship between them.


    The answer to this puzzle could easily lie in a simple reading of the Lammas Lord’s thoughts, but Simon did not wish to be so intrusive, even after the nights he and Ralph had spent together. Too much had ensued from the scribe’s lack of mind-sensing caution in the past for him to revisit it again. Even so, the scribe could sense the confusion uppermost in Ralph’s mind and wished to offer him support, as well as clarity, if he could. He knew the man too well to assume the Lammas Lord would come to him, no matter what intimacy they shared; such an act would surely go against all his father’s traditions.


    So Simon waited until one evening, after the people had returned from the fields and were busy preparing their suppers. He had been working on the high windows of the castle’s south wall all day, using the skills the people had recently tried to teach him. He suspected he was a better scribe than he was a stone-master but he was doing his best and building up the simple layers around the window apertures. The complicated work he would leave to others more fully equipped for the task. He was aware Ralph was engaged in similar work below in the great dining hall and main entrance.


    They would need to speak to each other, he knew it, and it might as well be now. He put the stone he was holding in place, pressing down onto the mud and clay mix until he felt no more give, and covered over the mud-barrel. He would need to reconstitute it in the morning but the work was in any case almost finished. Then he stood, stretched his back until his bones felt loose again and made his way downstairs. As he walked, he eased out his mind until it touched Ralph’s, taking care to let the man know of his intentions.


    The result was to be expected; by the time he entered the dining hall, Ralph had already put away his work tools and was in the act of placing the mud-barrel in the corner of the room. When he saw Simon, he stood upright and smoothed down his hair, a gesture which scattered a seed-throw of drying mud over it.


    “Are you done for the night?”


    The scribe nodded.


    “I see,” said the Lammas Lord, and then seemed as if he wanted to say more but did not know how to begin.


    Simon waited.


    “Let us sit,” Ralph cleared his throat at last and gestured at the side table in the centre of the room. “We can talk undisturbed here.”


    Simon smiled at the tone of command in the instruction, and sat down, an act both in keeping with and utterly disrespectful of the former Lammas laws. Obedience to the castle Lord was part of the make-up of the land, but Ralph should have been allowed to take his seat first.


    He gazed up at his companion. “Thank you.”


    Ralph nodded, and Simon could feel the mix of colours in his lover’s mind circling and dancing until the blend of them settled once more: deepest crimson and a startling blue laced with white. A dangerous blending but one so familiar to the scribe that it made his blood sing.


    Then the Lammas Lord sat also, at an angle to him. “You seem somehow naked without the mind-cane. You will miss it.”


    In spite of their mind-closeness, Simon had not expected such a question; Ralph had always had the capacity to startle him. He laughed.


    “Is that something you have gleaned from my thoughts, or something you ascertained for yourself?”


    Ralph frowned. “I know what it is to have honour taken from me so I can see it in your eyes, Simon. You miss the artefact.”


    “Yes,” he replied simply. “I do.”


    “And it will not return to you.”


    “No, it will not.” That much Ralph had certainly discovered from his gifts as a mind-sensitive.


    “What then will you do?”


    Many things had the scribe expected from this necessary conversation with Lord Tregannon, both fears and delights, but in none of his imaginings had the question been this. He rubbed his hands on his legs and looked away, feeling a slight constriction in his throat.


    I do not know.


    Ralph reached across to take Simon’s hand, cementing the link between them.


    In the thought-silence, the scribe allowed his words to flow: it is as if I have been one person, with the help of the mind-cane and the raven, and I grew accustomed to being that person. He was braver and more vibrant than I am, his mind and spirit were full of hope and power, no matter what happened, and his growing relationship with his god, the Gathandrian Spirit, was like the first touch of the dawn sun on a warm spring day. But this day-cycle I am on my own and I do not know if I can be that man again. I do not know if I am still the Lost One.


    The Lammas Lord smiled; Simon could see it in his mind and also in truth. One thing I have learnt, Ralph began though his words came more slowly than Simon’s and the colours of his thoughts were paler as he gathered them together, one thing I have learnt from what has happened in the land and between us is this: we are not the same this day-cycle as we were the one before and we are unlikely to be the same on the morrow either. Matters under the sky change like the wind, Simon, and we can only glean what we can from it and pray for courage for the moment we dwell in.


    That may be true, Simon replied, but I am the same man who lay in your bed last night, the nights before and, I hope, tonight also. Even though much both of good and evil has happened between us and may well do so again, that is an experience I would wish to repeat without fear.


    As Simon finished his thought-words, the emeralds at Ralph’s belt sparked with fire and began to hum, notes similar to the mind-cane’s song but with a greater warmth. He wondered if when the emeralds and cane had joined in the fields, something of the giftings of each had been shared with the other. A thought to ponder on in his heart for the day-cycles ahead.


    Ralph too had something of the same idea as their mind-colours blended and danced together, because he released his grip and stood to place the bag of emeralds between them.


    “So,” said Ralph, his eyes gazing directly at Simon. “The mind-cane and the emeralds together made something different, something good.”


    “Yes. I think they did.” The words he spoke, the words both of them spoke, were echoed too in the mind’s deep channels.


    A pause then, but this time – this time after so much had happened to change them both – Simon found once more he wasn’t prepared to let the Lammas Lord control it all.


    “Perhaps there are other combinations, of equally unlikely parts, which could form something good also?” he said. “Both in your land and in ourselves, if we are brave enough to permit them.”


    After another moment, Ralph’s slow answering smile lit up his expression. And the warm touch of his lips on Simon’s hand made the Lost One’s skin tingle.


    “I think that can be arranged on all counts,” Ralph replied. “Don’t you?”


    


    THE END


    


    

  


  
    

    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

    

    The Executioner’s Cane


    Copyright © 2013 by Anne Brooke


    

    

    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without the written permission of the author, and where permitted by law. Reviewers may quote brief passages in a review. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact Anne Brooke at albrooke@me.com .

    

    First edition

    August 2013


    


    


    About Anne Brooke


    Anne has been writing gay, lesbian, fantasy and literary fiction since Y2K. She is the bestselling author of thrillers Maloney’s Law and The Bones of Summer, both available at Amazon. Her websites can be found at www.gathandria.com, www.gayreads.co.uk, www.annebrooke.com and www.biblicalfiction.co.uk.


    


    More Books from Anne Brooke


    


    For fantasy fiction please visit: http://bit.ly/R25o13


    For gay and lesbian fiction please visit: http://bit.ly/zg1DtO


    For short stories please visit: http://bit.ly/NVku9w


    For biblical fiction, please visit: http://bit.ly/PF2aSu


    Anne’s UK Amazon page: http://amzn.to/PYcrnE


    Anne’s US Amazon page: http://amzn.to/Ta4H67


    


    Any questions or comments, please email: albrooke@me.com


    


    One Last Thing …


    When you turn the page, Kindle will give you the chance to rate this book and share your thoughts on Facebook and Twitter. If you’ve enjoyed The Executioner’s Cane, Anne would be very grateful if you could take a few seconds to let your friends know as she firmly believes there can never be too many stories about adventure, forgiveness and hope. Thank you!


    All the best


    Anne Brooke


    


    

  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
(Ao Blorke






