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PART ONE

THE PATH FROM OBERNEWTYN


 
1

At the far end of a narrow passage, a yellow light flashed a dull summons in the grainy dimness. The ground underfoot was broken and dangerously uneven, but a sense of urgency drove me on.
‘Stop!’ a woman’s voice commanded.
The murk quivered and thinned and I saw Dragon ahead, sitting on a broken stone column and gazing into an ornamental pond surrounded by a terrace of cracked paving stones. A wall mosaic half-obscured by a shaggy creeper rose up behind her and the full moon floated in the pool at her feet, its light limning her face and hair silver.
‘Dragon,’ I murmured, marvelling as ever at her astonishing beauty.
It was no more than a whisper but she looked up, her lips curving into a smile. I felt a stab of sorrow, for though she had once regarded me as a beloved older sister, it was long since she had looked on me with anything but fear and mistrust. A breeze lifted her red-gold hair and moved over the surface of the water, sending ripples out beyond the edges of the pool.
This is a dream, I thought.
I tried to wake but a forest clearing wove itself into a living cage about me, the breeze that fanned my cheeks pungent with the scent of pine needles. A figure appeared before me suspended above the ground, emanating pallid lavender light. Human-shaped but scaled like a fish or a lizard, its eyes were a queer cloudy white, its hair insubstantial as mist.
‘Guildmistress, help us.’
I drew in a breath of astonishment, for the voice of the spirit-form was that of the empath Angina. ‘What do you want of me?’
‘The black sword,’ he answered. ‘You must use it to save Miky.’
‘I am dreaming,’ I told him and willed myself to ascend until I was floating above the clouds through which the pale eldritch dreamtrails wound. I had taken on my winged spirit-form, though I had not wrought the change. A vague sense of unease nudged at me, but I continued to rise until the dreamtrails were barely visible. I had never thought it possible to go higher than them.
The world blurred to misty swathes of colour that bled into one another in a rhythm that mesmerised my senses. I felt myself relaxing and blurring like the colours about me.
Then a shadow fell over me.
Once, in madness, Dragon had taken on the spirit-form of her dreadful namesake to attack me on the dreamtrails, and the memory made me instinctively dive for safety. I flung back a probe to discover what hunted me but could find no mind to engage, there was only a vast gaping darkness full of brutish thrashing power. I tried to retract my probe, but a deadly lethargy flowed along it from the darkness to sap my will.
My descent slowed as darkness grew and thickened about me. Terror fluttered in my throat, frantic as a bird trapped in a chimney, but I could not summon the will to quicken my fall.
‘To wake is the only escape,’ a voice whispered urgently into my ear.
‘I can’t make myself go down!’ I cried. ‘Help me!’
There was no answer, but a second later a blur of violet streaked with red and blue appeared beside me. The energy flowing from it told me it was a spirit-form, but I could not see it clearly for I was still within the realm of merging colour. I felt it reach out to grasp my hand, and then it dived, dragging me with it towards the dreamtrails. I felt the darkness striving furiously after us. Terror broke my paralysis and I threw myself downwards, dragging the spirit-form with me. Even so, the darkness would have had us if I had kept diving towards distant consciousness, but the violet spirit-form suddenly wrenched me sideways into a dream of a black road running across a moonlit, bone-white desert.
I was floating above the desert and could now see that the other spirit-form was a fiercely beautiful violet-coloured man with a black wolf’s head and wings of red fire. The beastman’s eyes shone like burning embers and he spoke to me in a harsh misshapen whisper. ‘Wake you fool! Wake now, before you draw it to you!’
Then he vanished and the darkness formed claws and tore open the dream of moonlit desert and black road as easily as if it were parchment, exposing me. Instead of fleeing, I closed my eyes and used every bit of strength and will I possessed to coerce myself awake.
I opened my eyes to the distant sound of thunder and a shattering headache.
Later, as I made my way through the greenthorn maze that separated the main buildings of Obernewtyn from the farms, the headache was only just beginning to fade. I dismissed the long, fragmented dream as yet another nightmare in a period when my sleep had been more unsettled than usual. Yet I could not forget the terrible helpless passivity that prevented me from waking.
‘I was not trying to wake,’ I muttered to the fragrant greenthorn hedges. ‘I was dreaming of trying to wake.’
Coming to the end of the maze, I glanced up at the dark clouds brooding on the mountains visible above the wall surrounding Obernewtyn. I hoped the storm they harboured would hold off until evening, but there was no predicting weather patterns. Over the years since I had come to Obernewtyn, the weather seemed to have become ever more chaotic, though the incidence of firestorms had lessened.
I was about to take one of the worn tracks leading away from the maze gate when I noticed Gavyn kneeling by a tree at the bottom of a slight slope running down to the nearest orchard, gazing intently into the face of the enormous pale ridgeback, Rasial. If it had been anyone else, I would have gone down to ask what she was doing, for Gavyn had no beastspeaking Talent. Indeed, these days he hardly seemed to take in what was said to him and Rasial never responded to any communication from humans except during the Beastguild meetings which she presided over in the absence of its true guildmistress, the mountain mare Avra.
I turned to make my way towards the scatter of farm buildings that lay between the maze gate and the wall surrounding Obernewtyn, pondering the friendship that had grown up between the unlikely pair. In my opinion, Gavyn’s attachment to Rasial was not a reflection of the boy’s inclination to beasts, as the Beastspeaking guildmaster believed. Nor did I consider that he had thralled the she-dog, even if that would explain why she rarely left his side. In truth I could not imagine the bitter, iron-willed canine being enthralled by anyone or anything.
Thralling was the name we had recently given to the rare and difficult blend of coercion and empathy, but there were too few possessing it to warrant a guild. Indeed, the only other enthraller at Obernewtyn was Freya, and her Talent was not something that could be controlled. In practice it enhanced the Talents of those about her, but she could not prevent herself enhancing nor specifically direct her Talent. She simply affected anyone within her limited range. Aside from Gavyn and Freya, I had known only three other enthrallers. One was the infant Lidgebaby, whose fledgling power I had encountered when held captive by the renegade priest Henry Druid. The second was Dragon, whom I had rescued from a feral existence among Beforetime ruins, but Dragon’s Talent worked exclusively upon humans.
The third enthraller was my nemesis, Ariel.
As far as I knew, Gavyn was the only one who could direct his enthralling powers to affect beasts and humans alike, although he had shown no interest in learning how to manage or strengthen his abilities. What we knew about his Talent came from observation and from all his nursemaid, Seely, had told us.
She had fled from the west coast with her young charge after discovering that Gavyn’s stepmother intended to report him to the Herder priests as a Misfit. I had discovered them hiding not an hour’s ride from Obernewtyn. That was the first time I had witnessed Gavyn’s use of his Talent, exerted in an attempt to keep me from finding them. The second time he had used it to transfer the disruptive maternal fixation of an orphaned owl from the healer Kella to himself. His nursemaid was one of the few humans the boy had communicated with willingly, and after her departure to the west coast with a Teknoguild expedition, he had withdrawn so deeply into himself that it had given me some concern, until he had formed his mysterious bond with Rasial.
Remembering how intently he had looked at the she-dog, I wondered suddenly if they had found some new way to communicate. At Obernewtyn, we were always alert for new Talents, or for new ways of using old ones. I would have given much to be able to discuss what I had seen with an empath, but the Empath guildmaster had yet to return to Obernewtyn, and the twins who mastered the guild in his absence were ill.
Thinking of the twins reminded me of my dream of a spirit-formed Angina. It was no surprise that I had dreamed of the Empath guilden. The boy had been ailing ever since he had been wounded during the rebellion that had seen the fall of the oppressive Council that once ruled the Land. The wound had long since healed, yet somehow Angina had not. His decline had been inexorable, and for weeks now he had lain in a coma, unreachable even by a healer drawn deep into his mind by a futureteller. Only the previous day, the Healer guildmaster had told me that he had expected Angina to die long since.
‘It is as if he clings to life,’ Roland had growled. ‘I cannot think why, when he is aware of no one and nothing now.’
Angina’s mysterious decline was tragic enough, but as if their fates were connected, as some superstitions about twins suggested, Angina’s sister Miky had recently fallen ill too, and now she lay in a bed alongside her brother. No doubt it was my visit to the Healing Hall the day before that had sparked the dream of Angina begging me to save his sister. I had gone chiefly to see if there was any improvement in the girl’s condition, but I went first to her brother’s bedside. Seeing Angina lying so frail and white, shadows under his eyes as dark as bruises, it had been hard to remember that this was the same young man who had competed so gallantly alongside me in the Sadorian Battlegames. Yet the sight of his sister moments later had shocked more than saddened me, for Miky had been ill only a sevenday, yet she looked near as wasted as her brother.
‘Hannay believes she is dying of grief for Angina, but although she loves the lad as maybe only one twin can love another, I do not see Miky as the sort to die of love,’ Roland said, after we’d left their chamber. His voice had been tight with anger, which I knew sprang from his powerlessness to help the girl. He had put the twins in a small chamber away from the main hall because initially Angina had been disturbed by the emotions of the other patients. Neither he nor his sister would now be disturbed by anything, I thought bleakly, as we returned to the large Healing Hall where most patients lay.
‘How long does he have left?’ I asked.
Roland scowled, telling me he had no idea but that however long it took he doubted Miky would long survive her brother.
It was the healer’s bleak words coupled with my dream of Angina asking me to help his sister that had prompted me to scribe a letter to Dameon that morning, despite my headache. I had asked the Empath guildmaster to return to Obernewtyn as soon as possible. It was not a decision I had made lightly. Dameon and the master of Obernewtyn were in Sutrium, meeting with the two high chieftains of the reunited Land, and with representatives from the Norselands and Sador, concerning the expedition that was to be mounted to the distant Red Queen’s land before wintertime. According to the futuretellers, the expedition was vital to the safety of the Land, and Rushton relied upon Dameon’s counsel, but the empath had a right to know how things were with his guilden. I did not think he could help Angina but he might be able to discover what ailed the boy’s sister and save her.
I had sent Hannay to the lowlands with the missive, knowing it had been killing him to sit helplessly by while the girl he loved mysteriously faded away.
My thoughts circled back to Gavyn and Rasial as I came in sight of the gate that led through the wall surrounding Obernewtyn to the thick wood beyond. When Rasial had arrived at Obernewtyn leading a motley band of farm beasts after killing her brutal master, she had made no secret of her disappointment at finding humans where she had thought to find none. That no human at Obernewtyn owned any beast or regarded them as a lesser form of life had not consoled her, nor had she been reassured that many of us could communicate with animals. Chillingly, she had told me that she had come to Obernewtyn to seek her death. Yet she had stayed on, forging her inseparable if incomprehensible bond with Gavyn and even serving as Avra’s replacement as mistress of the Beastguild.
As if summoned up by my thoughts of his mate, Gahltha appeared at the gate, his silken mane floating back from his long dark neck. As he cantered towards me, I felt a fierce surge of joy at the sight of him, and when he came to a halt beside me, scolding me for my tardiness, I mounted meekly.
Fastening the bag of supplies to my belt, I sat back comfortably to signal that there was no need for haste since I had warned Ceirwan that I would not be back until dusk. But Gahltha wheeled and broke into a brisk trot that had me straightening my back and tightening my knees. The black stallion had taught me to ride and was wont to test me if he felt I was riding carelessly, though maybe now he was only eager to begin our long-awaited jaunt. I had been promising to go out with him since our return from Sador, without being able to find the time for it. In truth, the pleasure I would take in the ride was not my primary reason for it.
There were two trails leading away from the farm gate. One ran along the wall to the main gate, and joined the road that went to the mountain pass leading to the lowlands. The other trail wove a little way through the forest then forked. One fork led to the great mound of stones and boulders that surmounted the caves where the Teknoguild had established their hall, and the other ran towards the high mountains. Gahltha chose the latter and broke into a canter. Thereafter he alternated walking with cantering or galloping hard whenever there was a stretch that allowed it. Many smaller paths and trails led away from the main path and he chose whichever his mood dictated, save that he always advanced up the valley towards the high mountains.
Fingers tangled into his mane and legs firmly about his body, I relished not having to decide the route almost as much as I enjoyed the exercise after so much talk and so many meetings. It was all too easy to be swallowed up by the demands of ruling a settlement as complex as Obernewtyn had become. In truth I dreaded how much busier it was likely to be once it was officially a settlement, or more specifically, the walled heart of a settlement. Rushton’s idea was to allow a village to grow up outside the walls, and to gradually demolish the wall until the village and what had been Obernewtyn were knitted together.
Gahltha slowed to a walk and chose a trail that soon brought us to the lip of a hollow filled with dense vegetation and very old, gnarled trees. Clearly the trail had once cut through the hollow, but it was so overgrown that I doubted anyone had used it in some time. Gahltha was on the verge of turning back when I heard the enticing clamour of water cascading over stones and suggested we find the source of the sound and stop for a drink. Obligingly, he pushed on, opening the old trail up with his bulk until we reached a small clearing in a knot of trees divided by a swift, narrow stream. I slid down onto the mossy bank and knelt to scoop water to my mouth. It was so cold that it made my hands and teeth ache. Sitting back on my heels once I had drunk my fill, I tucked my hands into my armpits to warm them, wondering idly why water drunk from a stream always tasted sweet.
‘It is sweet because it is freerunning,’ Gahltha beastspoke me as he quenched his own thirst. His strength of mind and our closeness gave him easy access to my thoughts unless I consciously blocked him. He ventured a few steps into the stream and splashed at the clear water with one hoof and then with the other. I marvelled at the sight of his black shining form, half obscured by the spray of droplets he sent up and the steam rising from his hot body.
As a younger horse Gahltha had developed a terror of water after being half drowned by a cruel human owner trying to break his spirit. Time and several sea journeys had forced him to conquer his fear but, being Gahltha, he never lost an opportunity to test himself.
I looked up at the sky again and frowned. I had intended to ride higher up the mountain valley before doing what I had left Obernewtyn to do, but the storm clouds I had seen earlier were beginning to swell inexorably and the breeze had freshened. I rummaged in my bag for an apple I had filched from the kitchen and tossed it to Gahltha. He crunched the fruit with relish, looking around, ears pricked and nostrils quivering. I did not need to enter his thoughts to know that he was trying to scent the freerunning herd. I had never dared ask if he knew when and if Avra would return to Obernewtyn with their son. Indeed, it was quite likely that Gahltha had not asked her. He did not see himself as worthy of the freeborn mountain mare or of the wild herd, having been owned and broken in by humans.
Sometimes I wondered if this was why he had accepted the charge of the mystic Agyllian birds to watch over me, why he had become Daywatcher to the Seeker. Any purpose was better than none.
My stomach growled and I took out a spiced bun and settled my back against the pale, smooth trunk of a single ur tree growing alongside the stream, for I did not wish to be distracted from my purpose by a rumbling belly. The sun shone, but it was cool enough that I pulled my coat closed and turned up the collar before I relaxed. I watched a glistening thread of spider silk drift past my nose and snag on the grass. Somewhere near, a bird burst into ecstatic song, perhaps sensing as I did that the bright day would soon cloud over.
As the tranquillity of the little glade settled into me, the band of pain around my head finally eased. The breeze caused a tendril of hair to tickle my cheek and even as I reached up to push it behind my ear, I shivered at a memory of Rushton doing the same thing. Rather than indulging in the memory, which would only lead to more memories and more longing, I closed my eyes and steered my thoughts into the creation of a probe attuned to Maruman’s mind. Once formed, I sent it down the valley to Obernewtyn – first to the house and then through the numerous outbuildings and extensive grounds. Of course I had searched them already but probes created away from distraction and human settlements were always stronger, and their strength increased when I was on higher ground than the object I was seeking.
I knew that Maruman might be asleep, and it was notoriously difficult to locate a sleeping mind unless you knew exactly where it was, harder still with Maruman, whose damaged and distorted mind was always hard to find. In truth, I was relying upon the fact that, even in sleep, if I touched his mind, Maruman would feel me and instinctively open himself to me.
I paid particular attention to all of the old cat’s favourite sleeping places, but when the probe failed to give the slightest quiver, I sent it through the main gate of Obernewtyn and down the road that ran through the pass to the highlands. I could not scry beyond the pass for it and the mountains rearing up either side of it were streaked with enough residual Beforetime poisons to inhibit Talent. Once I might have used the Zebkrahn machine to penetrate the blocking static of the tainted ground, but it was no longer as effective as it had once been since one of its tiny parts had burned out. The teknoguilder Reul, who had made Beforetime computermachines his area of study, had told me regretfully that we had not the knowledge to repair it nor the tools to create the broken piece anew.
I ran my probe over a number of new buildings that had been erected just above the pass in the hope that they might find tenants once Obernewtyn officially became a settlement. I doubted there would ever be more than minimal traffic in such a remote region of the Land. Or perhaps, I thought wryly, that was what I hoped. Finding no sign of the old cat, I brought the probe back up the valley, moving it in a tight pattern from one side to the other. I came to the steep foothills on the western side of the long valley, where the Teknoguild had created a garden inside a honeycomb of caves fed by hot springs. It had not yet endured a mountain winter, but given the immense fertile forest that grew miraculously in a cavern deep under the subterranean Beforetime complex on the west coast, I did not doubt that a wintergarden was possible.
As ever when admiring human ingenuity, I could not help but acknowledge that, knifelike, the power had two edges: it had enabled the Beforetimers to conceive of a forest growing under the earth, but it had also led them to create weaponmachines powerful enough to destroy their world. I always wondered if we had learned from the Beforetimers’ mistakes to temper our imagination with enough humility to make us think twice before we set out to change the world to suit our desires. Of course the creation of a wintergarden was unlikely to cause any harm, but perhaps the Beforetimers had felt the same about some of the things they created.
I withdrew from the cave gardens without bothering to dip into the minds of the teknoguilders working there. If any of them had seen Maruman, I would be informed of it soon enough.
I sent the probe further up the valley until I came to the high, jagged peaks that were the end of a great, thick chain of mountains running away across the vast landmass of which the Land and Sador were the smallest untainted parts. I lingered briefly over the hot springs bubbling up into pools at the feet of the mountains, remembering the times Rushton and I had ridden up to bathe there. My probe would go no further for it could not penetrate the taint-streaked mountains that were regarded as the outer border of the Land. One could wind a crooked trail on a horse and go higher, and I knew there were clean places much deeper in the mountains, for the mystic Agyllian birds lived there in high eyries, but there was no way to reach them, save to fly. Once I had been carried there near dead with infection, and it was after my body had been taught to heal itself that the Agyllian Elder Atthis told me it was my destiny to find and destroy the weaponmachines responsible for the holocaust that ended the Beforetime.
‘Long ago … I dreamed one would be born among the funaga, a seeker to cross the black wastes in search of the deathmachines, one who possessed the power to destroy them … you,’ Atthis whispered in my memory.
Was it possible that Maruman had gone to the Agyllians? I wondered suddenly. As well as making him one of my guardians, the birds had often used him as a messenger, yet it was hard to imagine the irascible old feline submitting to the indignity of being carried in a net, and why would the Agyllians bother summoning him when they had never before needed physical contact to reach his strange mind?
Abandoning my search I reeled the probe back in. It took time but simply allowing it to rebound would have left me with another headache. Opening my eyes at last, I saw that the shadows of the surrounding trees now striped the clearing. Overhead, black storm clouds filled half the sky, though beams of pale sunlight still shafted down through their tattered edges.
‘Maruman is not a tame cat,’ Gahltha beastspoke me mildly as I got stiffly to my feet. I grimaced, knowing I had been foolish to imagine that the black stallion would suppose I had been sleeping.
‘I know he is not tame,’ I sent. ‘I just don’t understand why he tells me that the oldOnes want me to come back to Obernewtyn immediately, and then he disappears the minute we get here without explaining what I am meant to do.’
In truth, when the old cat had vanished the night I had returned from Sador with him and Gahltha, I had assumed he was revenging himself on me for leaving him in Saithwold. Never mind that I had been carried away unwillingly aboard a Herder ship, there was no excuse as far as Maruman was concerned. I was the Seeker, Elspethlnnle, and he and Gahltha were my protectors, the Daywatcher and Moonwatcher. I should never have allowed myself to be parted from them.
‘Perhaps the oldOnes wanted no more than that you should return to the barud,’ Gahltha suggested.
‘But why bring me back here to do nothing?’ I demanded, exasperated.
‘Nothing?’ Gahltha echoed blandly.
I laughed despite myself. ‘All right, I have been busy, but surely the Agyllians did not summon me back to Obernewtyn to sort out Misfit affairs?’ Even as I said the words, I wondered if that was the reason. Long ago atop her mountain eyrie, the Agyllian Elder Atthis had told me that my role at Obernewtyn was as important in its own way as the fulfilment of my quest as the Seeker. I had never understood how the fate of Obernewtyn could be as important as the fate of a whole world, but like the futuretellers, the mystic birds saw much that they did not tell.
‘Well, there is plenty of time for me to sort things out here, before we leave for the Red Land,’ I told Gahltha. ‘What worries me is that Marumanyelloweyes may be ill / hurt. He is not a young cat …’
‘I would not say that to his face,’ Gahltha warned seriously.
I sighed, for I did not like to think of Maruman’s age any more than he did. He was no longer a kitten when I met him during my time in the Kinraide orphan home, and sometimes it frightened me to think how old he might be. I always comforted myself with the thought that his life had not been easy and he was simply battle-scarred. But therein lay a greater fear. Something – either a traumatic birth or a later event – had caused terrible damage to the cat’s mind, leaving him prone to fits and fey states, when he would wander, half in a dream, never knowing where he went and scarcely remembering to eat or drink. In such a state he had more than once ended up on tainted ground, though not so tainted that it did him permanent harm.
What if, this time, he had stumbled onto badly tainted ground?
To distract myself from the bleak turn of my thoughts, I got out the gourd bottle of cider and the rest of the food I had brought with me. I ate another spiced bun and shared a second apple with Gahltha, accepting that one more attempt to find Maruman had failed. I resolved glumly to ask the futuretellers to scry out Maruman’s whereabouts. Once I knew where he was, I could send the coercer-knights to get him. The knights had bound themselves to serve the master of Obernewtyn unquestioningly, or in this case, the temporary mistress, and they would just have to face the old cat’s wrath.
‘As will we,’ Gahltha sent ruefully.
I said nothing, for the thought of having to consult the futuretellers filled me with a different kind of anxiety. Indeed, this whole expedition had been an attempt to evade the need to face the Futuretell guildmistress, Maryon, whom I had been avoiding since my return from Sador. Aside from the fact that she seldom gave a clear answer to a question, Maryon’s visions often addressed something other than the thing you had come to ask, usually the very thing you wanted least to talk about.
As I mounted Gahltha, I decided the worst of it was the knowledge that the Futuretell guildmistress had probably already foreseen my coming to her, and would be expecting me.


2

I was barely back in my turret room above the Farseeker wing of Obernewtyn before there was a knock at the door.
‘Enter,’ I called, repressing a sigh.
Ceirwan came in carrying an armful of wood. “Tis colder than it has been an’ I thought ye mun want a bit of a fire tonight.’ I grunted an assent, having no wish to talk, but as he knelt to lay the fire, the guilden said, ‘I’ll have some food brought up, since ye missed nightmeal.’
It was not quite a reproach. I told the Farseeker guilden firmly that I was not hungry, and bade him inform the futuretellers I would be waiting upon their guildmistress on the morrow.
‘Ye’ll ask Maryon if Rushton is on his way up fer th’ moon fair?’ Ceirwan asked, watching the fire crackle to life.
‘Rushton will return when he returns,’ I said coolly. ‘I mean to ask the futuretellers about Maruman. I am worried about him.’
There was a little silence and I did not need to read the guilden’s mind to know that he was trying to decide whether he should apologise for mentioning Rushton. Like many others, he had witnessed the cold brusqueness with which the master of Obernewtyn had treated me the last time he had been in the mountains, and now imagined I was dreading his return. If I did not so dislike speaking of emotional matters, I would have told him that Rushton had never ceased loving me, that he had behaved as he had done because he had been tortured and manipulated by Ariel into seeing me as his enemy.
A grim picture rose in my mind of the dark, echoing Beforetime compound under Ariel’s residence on Norseland where I had sat on a cold floor holding a bloody and battered Rushton in my arms.
‘Elspeth?’ Ceirwan asked, his dark-blue eyes compassionate.
I mastered myself, and managed to say calmly, ‘Light the lanterns for me, will you? Perhaps I could eat something.’
The guilden looked pleased. ‘Ye might have a slice of the loaf that Freya just baked. It is very good.’
‘Freya cooked?’ I asked in surprise, for the kitchen master’s possessiveness of his kitchens was as well known as his choleric temperament.
Ceirwan grinned. ‘Javo was nowt happy with the idea of someone cooking what they liked in his kitchen until Freya pointed out that her Talent would make all of his workers better at their jobs. Which of course it did. Not a pot was burned nor a sauce spoiled all afternoon.’ He smiled. ‘She dinna have to do anything to help people wi’ her Talent, ye ken. She just has to be around.’
‘Why does she want to cook?’ I asked. I did not mind preparing food when I was on expeditions away from Obernewtyn, but I would never actively seek out the task.
The guilden shrugged. ‘She used to cook for her father afore she came here. She says it is as much an art as singin’ in its way.’ He paused and then began to stoke the fire. ‘We have been thinkin’ that we might build a little cottage just outside the walls of Obernewtyn once we have bonded. Freya could have her own garden an’ kitchen.’
I stared at him. ‘Live somewhere other than Obernewtyn?’ I asked.
He flushed a little and did not speak again until he had lit the lantern hanging on a hook by the mantelpiece. Then he straightened and met my eyes. ‘We would still be part of Obernewtyn.’ He moved to the lamp on the bedside table and added, ‘Ye ken others will do the same once Obernewtyn becomes a settlement.’
I nodded, feeling bleak at the realisation that, yet again, things were about to change. I wished it did not feel like the end of something, rather than the beginning. Then I reminded myself that I had no right to reject the idea of change when I would soon enough have to leave it all behind me.
After Ceirwan had gone, I moved to the fire and held my hands out to its crackling warmth. It had not rained that afternoon, despite the lowering storm clouds, but a strong wind had begun to blow and the ride back down the valley had been a cold one. I felt a stab of sadness at the thought that this might be the last autumn I would see at Obernewtyn, and I ran my eyes around the turret room, wondering if I loved it as much as I did because it had once been Rushton’s, or because it was the first place I had been able to call my own since Jes and I had been dragged from our home to witness the burning of our parents. The first time I had seen the turret room had been the day I had tried to flee from Obernewtyn and the sinister Alexi, only to be caught by Rushton. Instead of turning me over to Alexi and Madam Vega, he had brought me here and offered to help me get away, revealing that he was more than a simple farm overseer. Of course I had not suspected that he was also the rightful heir to Obernewtyn.
The only thing the room lacked was Maruman. How empty it felt without the old cat lying on the sill or bed, and his occasional acerbic utterances.
‘Where are you, Marumanyelloweyes?’ I asked aloud.
Sighing, I began to unbraid my hair, crossing to the table by the bed where I kept my brush and comb. I noticed that a flat package had been left on the end of the table nearest the door. Setting aside the comb, I unwrapped it to find a slim Beforetime book with a note bearing the seal of the Teknoguildmaster Garth. I drew a breath of anticipation, knowing that this must be the journal that had been found in Jacob Obernewtyn’s grave. Maryon had commanded that the Beforetimer’s grave be opened, but instead of finding his desiccated bones inside, the Teknoguild diggers had found a journal and a plast suit. Those who had read the journal discovered that Jacob Obernewtyn had put it and the plast suit into the crypt before leaving Obernewtyn to travel across the high mountains into the deadly Blacklands beyond. The journal was his, scribed in the year leading up to his journey.
I had heard enough about its contents to know that I needed to read it for the sake of my quest, and Garth had reluctantly promised to send it to me. His note warned that although the pages of the journal had been covered in plast by Jacob to protect them, some had not been completely sealed, so great care was needed in handling them. As soon as I had finished, Garth added, I should return the book to the Teknoguild caverns where a copy would be made for anyone wanting to look at it thereafter, this not so subtle reproach directed at me for my impatience.
Perching on the edge of the bed, I drew the lamp closer and opened the journal reverently. As I had been told, it began as a letter from Jacob to Hannah Seraphim, the leader of the Beforetime Misfits.
My dearest Hannah, I do not know if you will ever read this. You dreamed that we would lie together in a single grave but I know now this can never happen. What you foresaw must have been one of those possibilities that was extinguished by some action of ours. I fear we will never meet again in this life. My one consolation is to believe that you may also have been wrong about Sentinel, in which case the key you left in my care does not matter, save that it is a precious keepsake of you.

I broke off to draw a long breath. I had heard various speculations about the nature and purpose of the key Jacob had mentioned in the journal, but only now was I certain that it was Cassandra’s key. I read on, praying that Jacob would speak of hiding it and explain where it was to be found. Surely it must be somewhere at Obernewtyn. No one had spoken of a hidden key but Jacob might have scribed of its whereabouts in such a cryptic way that I alone would understand him.
Perhaps it was because you were so far away when our world fell that for a long time I was able to believe that you might have escaped the worst of the holocaust and would return as you promised. Indeed, this hope has been the only thing that has made my grief and loneliness tolerable. It seemed a terrible irony that it was speaking to you that saved me from the end faced by the others, and so condemned me to this long solitary life I have lived. Yet I cannot regret hearing your voice that one last time.

My dear, despite my loneliness I would remain here until death if I could be sure that you would return, but after all these years I have no hope of it. I cannot communicate by computer since our webgrid connection shut down but what little I have been able to glean from occasional shortwave radio broadcasts over these long lonely years tells me that our world has truly passed away. Much of Chinon is untouched, which is another irony perhaps, but Tipoda and the poles settlement, vast Mericanda and most of Uropa are radioactive wastelands. Even nature, in the end, struck out at humanity in the form of earthquakes and tremors that destroyed many areas left untouched by missiles. One broadcaster said that Newrome had been drowned after a huge quake caused a subterranean river to flood the caverns. Perhaps it was the same quake that destroyed the laboratories here. How it grieved me to learn that all of our people in the Reichler Clinic Reception Centre perished as well as those at Obernewtyn. I wonder what grotesque twist of fate decreed that I, who have no paranormal abilities, should survive when so many rare and gifted people have died.

I blame myself for the deaths here. If only I had insisted that everyone remain in the house. But when reports of the missile launches began to come through, everyone voted to go down into the lower levels of the laboratories. I reminded them that you had always said we would be safe within the house, but I had no argument when they answered that you might be wrong about that, since you had not foreseen that you would be absent from Obernewtyn when the end came.

So I let them go as I used Ines to try to reach you one last time.

It is so green and peaceful here. Sometimes it feels as if what happened is all a dream – all the years of loneliness. I wake and hear the birds singing and I find myself listening for the human voices that will tell me everyone here is alive.

I told you that I would wait forever when last we spoke. Did you foresee that I would not keep my promise even as you must have known that you would be unable to keep yours? It took me a long time to accept that even if you lived through the missile strikes and reached a shelter, the level of contamination there would require you to remain indoors for the rest of your life. My loneliness has been so great that my sanity has begun to crumble. Indeed, perhaps the dream of a shining city in a white desert is no more than the product of a disintegrating mind. Even so, I have decided it is better to pursue a hopeless hope than to give in to black despair. You told Cassandra that once, do you remember?

I will prepare myself carefully. It will take time and I will continue this letter as I make my preparations because writing these pages has made me feel close to you. I will leave this journal here when I go, just in case you return, but I will take the key with me because I swore I would always wear it around my neck. At least I can keep that promise …

There was a sound at the door, and I looked up to see Freya enter with a tray of food. ‘I knocked but you did not hear me,’ she said apologetically.
I waved her to set down the food on the bedside table and asked, ‘Did you leave a parcel here for me?’
She nodded. ‘Fian came by with it this afternoon. He said it was Jacob’s journal and he asked me to see that you got it. It is hard to believe it was scribed by the very man who built Obernewtyn. Ceir said he was completely alone here at the end. I cannot imagine how he endured it.’
The thought came to me unbidden that the worst loneliness must be to long for someone whom you knew could never come, but I only asked, ‘Is Fian still about?’
Freya shook her head. ‘He had some errand at the Teknoguild caves but he said he would come and see you tomorrow before he goes back down to the White Valley, to get any message you might scribe for his master.’
After she had gone, I went back eagerly to the journal and reread the last words.
I will take the key with me because I swore I would always wear it around my neck. At least I can keep that promise …

Jacob continued but he did not speak of the key again, and gradually I noticed there was a change in his tone. In the beginning his words seemed intimate, for they had been addressed to Hannah, but the scribing gradually became more of a record of his preparations for his departure from Obernewtyn than a letter, and the tone cooled. But rather than becoming despondent, his activities clearly gave him new heart. He had not exaggerated, either, when he had spoken of making careful preparations. There were pages of closely written calculations to do with air and food and water: he seemed to have some means of storing food so that it would require little space, and he also spoke of a device for cleansing water and of some sort of stove. But he did not say which direction he meant to take, save to say that he would go beyond the high peaks that bounded the upper end of the mountain valley. He did speak of some landmarks. Once he mentioned a pair of mountains that rose up like horns, and another time he scribed of some sort of building or settlement in the mountains where there were devices that would allow him to see the way to the city of his dreams. But he did not say where the building was nor where his city was, save to describe it as standing in the midst of a shining white plain. However, if the city was on a plain, then he would have to descend from the mountains and cross the Blacklands.
I began to skim pages searching for a mention of the key. Two-thirds of the way through the journal I came upon a reference to the dream that had jolted him out of his apathy.
No doubt it would seem madness to leave this green paradise to undertake a journey that will take me beyond the high mountains into the devastated and poisoned region left in the wake of the holocaust, yet my dream tells me that all is not dead that seems so. If there are survivors, it may be that they have a link to the world grid, and that they are in communication with others who escaped the destruction. It is my dearest hope that I will be able to communicate with you, my dear one, even if I can never see you again. That is what drives me, though there are times when what I will do seems the sheerest madness. Yet it was always your dreams that led us all and perhaps it is fitting that in the end, I follow a dream of my own…

The segment ended abruptly at the end of a page, and on the next was a plan of the vessel Jacob was building to travel in when he left Obernewtyn. I had no idea how any vessel could traverse the precipitous terrain in the high mountains, but given the Beforetimers’ ability to create machines that would serve them, I did not doubt that Jacob had managed it. His words made it clear that he meant to remain enclosed in the vehicle, which would produce clean air for him to breath and protect him from the poisonous terrain until its power source failed. Then he had scribed that he would put on a plast suit and leave the vehicle, hauling his supplies on a simple cart that he would fashion from part of the vehicle. He did not scribe when or where this would happen. Perhaps his instruments would tell him when it was needful.
The distant sound of thunder roused me from trying to imagine Jacob setting off across the dreadful Blacklands beyond the high mountains that I had glimpsed but once and never forgotten. My head ached, my eyes burned and the stub of the time candle that remained attested to the fact that it was long past midnight. I had been reading for hours.
I closed the journal and stretched with a groan, suddenly feeling exhausted as well as stiff. It was only the knowledge that I must reek of horse and sweat that stopped me crawling into bed fully clothed. I added wood to the dying fire, poured water from the blackened cauldron that hung above the hearth into a wide bowl and bathed. The wash woke me to hunger and after pulling on a nightgown I went to investigate the tray Freya had left.
The honeyed milk was cold, but there were several slices of a loaf that smelled enticingly of Sadorian choca. I took up a slice and bit into it, realising this must be what Freya had made. It was delicious and I ate two pieces greedily, before carrying the final slice and the milk to the window. Moon and stars were completely obscured by great banks of cloud and the air smelled of rain and lightning, yet still the storm had not broken. Perhaps the wind would blow it up the valley, and it would spend itself on the high mountains. Craning my neck, I noted that the highest peaks, already snow clad, were the only things visible in the darkness, floating like ghost mountains.
Flicking away the skin that had formed on the milk, I sipped the sweetened liquid, thinking of Jacob looking out on just such a vista as he made his preparations to travel such a long time ago. Had he been afraid? There had not been a hint of it in the journal, nor, in my opinion, any sign of madness, though when I had heard others speak of the journey he planned, I had assumed he must have fallen into a mad state. It was true that his mood had been dark and profoundly sad when he had begun scribing his journal, but most of the pages I had read were filled with such careful plans that it was impossible to think of them coming from someone who was mad or who wanted to die. They were too purposeful. No, Jacob’s dream had convinced him that there was a city and untainted ground beyond the mountains, where people might have survived the Great White, and he had believed that he could reach it.
Unfortunately he had so far left no clue as to where his city might lie, and as far as I could tell, he had taken Cassandra’s key with him. Which left me in an impossible quandary. Even were I to calculate the distance Jacob had hoped to travel from the amounts of food and water listed in his provisions, I had no means of knowing which direction he had taken. Perhaps he had not even known the exact route he would take after he reached the high mountains. After all, he had scribed of travelling to a place in the mountains from which he hoped to see the city he sought. Perhaps he had expected his dreams to guide him. There had been a giddy lightness in his words sometimes, which gave me the feeling that he was relieved and elated to be casting his fate into the wind, even if it should mean his death.
I was tempted to read to the end of the journal, but I was suddenly too weary. I braided my hair loosely, and found myself picturing the maps that the brusque Sadorian map mistress Gorgol had once shown me. They represented the Land and Sador as tiny fragments at the bottom end of a vast, blackened landmass. The north-east part of the landmass had been incomplete because no ship had ever circumnavigated the whole of it, the distance being too great for a ship to carry provisions enough for its crew to survive the journey there and back. So, theoretically, it was possible that there were places beyond the high mountains, perhaps in the north-east, where a Beforetime city might stand intact on untainted ground. Yet if there were such a city, peopled by the descendants of Beforetimers who had not endured the Great White and the Age of Chaos that followed, we would surely know of it.
I shrugged. Whatever the map did or did not show, I had to find Cassandra’s key before I could complete my quest. How I was to do that when I knew only that Jacob had taken it with him from Obernewtyn, I had no notion. What I did know was that both Cassy and Hannah had regarded the key he had taken with him as vital to my quest.
I climbed into bed, drawing the covers up about my neck. The sheets were cold and as I lay still waiting for them to warm, it occurred to me that Zarak would be disappointed to learn he had been wrong in his guess that Hannah had been visiting Newrome when the Great White came. Jacob’s journal made it clear that she had been a good deal further away than Newrome. Which meant that I, too, had been wrong in my speculation that Rushton had been one of Hannah’s descendants because they shared the same second name.
Unless Hannah had eventually made her way back to the Land in an attempt to fulfil her promise to Jacob. It might be so, for had not Cassy made a vast journey with the Beforetime Misfits to the Land after the Great White? It was a queer thing to imagine that Cassandra and Hannah might both have come back to the Land, without either knowing the other had returned. Of course, if they had, one or both would surely have futuretold the presence of the other. Besides, there had never been anything to suggest they had met again after the Great White.
I rolled onto my belly, thinking that if Hannah had come to the Land and borne a child, she would have had to come much sooner than Cassy, since the latter had grown to womanhood in the Red Land. The one time I had dreamed of Hannah it had been in the Beforetime and she had been perhaps five and thirty. If she had waited the same length of time as Cassy had before returning to the Land, she would have been too old to bear children. Indeed, even if she had travelled straight to the Land, she would have had to meet and bond with a man very quickly to bear a child, and that in the midst of all the upheavals and dangers of the Age of Chaos.
One part of me was glad to have thought of a way to fit what I had learned into my theory of Hannah as Rushton’s ancestor, for I was very fond of it, but it was hard to think of Hannah meeting and so swiftly bonding with a man after I had just read Jacob’s scribings to her. His feelings for the Beforetime woman were achingly fresh in my mind, and it almost seemed a betrayal that she would have bonded with someone else. Yet no matter how Jacob had felt about her, maybe Hannah had not loved him, save as a dear friend and benefactor.
My eyelids were growing heavy but I resisted sleep. These last few moments each night were all I allowed myself for daydreaming about Rushton and I wondered with a wry smile if he struggled to push me to the back of his mind as hard as I did to stop myself thinking of him. But I had seen how deeply he loved me when I had delved into his mind on Norseland, so I knew the answer to my question.
Turning onto my back again, I closed my eyes and summoned up the memory of our last hours together in Sador. Rushton had spent the night preparing to petition the Sadorian tribal leaders for the use of their remaining two greatships on the voyage to the Red Land. It had been just before dawn when he had finally come to my tent, his face still badly bruised from his ordeal on Norseland. His eyes had been weary but full of tenderness. How hard it had been to tell him that I had to return to Obernewtyn that very day.
I had feared he would argue, or worse, that he would be hurt or angry, but instead he had jumped to the conclusion that I had experienced a premonition that compelled me to return to the mountains. I had not corrected him because the Agyllians’ stern injunction never to reveal my quest meant I was unable to tell him Maruman had commanded me to return. Quite aside from the constraints of my quest, I felt obliged to Atthis because she had helped me to save Rushton’s life on Norseland.
I let the memory run on until the moment before our parting, when Rushton had taken me into his arms and kissed me hard enough to bruise my lips, whispering, ‘You are mine, whatever else you are …’
I thrilled at the memory of that kiss and the words he had spoken with such fierce passion, but another voice, cool and female, intruded into the memory – the futureteller Dell, informing me: Before the next wintertime ends, you will bid farewell to all that you love and you will journey far over land and sea …
I opened my eyes to gaze at the shifting play of firelight on the roof and thought of the clawed darkness that had pursued me through my dreams the previous night. ‘Come back soon, Rushton,’ I whispered. ‘Come back while there is still a little time for us …’
When at last I slept, I dreamed of Cassy.
The Beforetime girl lay on her back, her hands by her sides, legs straight, hair pulled back tightly and tucked out of sight behind her head. Her dark skin had an ashy purple tinge, and for one horrible moment I thought that she was dead and laid out for burial. Then her eyes opened. She squinted and blinked as if the light hurt her eyes, though it was only a dim reddish glow. After a little, she seemed to grow accustomed to the light and she gazed around with a puzzlement that quickly became dawning apprehension. Finally she lifted her hands and groped upward into the ruby darkness. It was only when her fingers stopped and flattened at the tips that I realised she was touching glass or plast. Cassy struck out at it, a look of panic in her eyes.
There was a great violent crack and I sat bolt upright, heart pounding. Another deafening crack shook the air and then rain began hammering down on the roof shingles. Thunder, I realised, and lay back relieved. The storm had broken at last.
My senses told me that it was still very early morning and I turned on my side to ponder my odd, unsettling dream of the Beforetimer, trying to make up my mind if it had been a fragment of a past-dream or merely a dream.
I had first dreamed of the Beforetime girl soon after my arrival at Obernewtyn and I had dreamed of her often enough since to build up a picture of her life in the Beforetime. These dreams of the past could not be provoked or controlled, so there were gaps in my knowledge. I knew that her mentor, Hannah Seraphim, had foreseen the end of the Beforetime, but I had no idea whether Cassy had dreamed of it too.
My guess was that Hannah alone had dreamed of the Beforetime and of me, initially, since I had never seen Cassy use her futuretelling Talent in any of my past-dreams. It had been an ancestor of the Agyllian birds that had beastspoken the young Cassy to tell her of the kidnapped paranormals being held in the Govamen compound her father directed. The same bird had sent her in search of Hannah, and later, Cassy passed on to Hannah material that the captives had smuggled out, which led to the revelation that those developing Sentinel as a means of preventing violence and war had secret connections to the powerful weaponmaking industry.
Another gap in my knowledge was how Sentinel, created as a deterrent to violence, had come to destroy the Beforetime. Perhaps Cassy and Hannah had never known exactly how the Great White came about. I did know from my past-dreams of Cassy that the Sentinel Project had been very near completion at the time of the Great White. It had always been my suspicion that when Sentinel had been tested, something had gone wrong, causing it to unleash the Balance of Terror arsenal. No dream supported this theory but I could not believe that even the most power-hungry and heedless Beforetimers would have deliberately brought about the end of their world. As to why Sentinel would target so many different locations yet stop short of complete destruction, the only thing I could think of was that someone had managed to disrupt the operation of the Balance of Terror weapons before they could destroy everything. Yet supposedly they and Sentinel had been designed to be unassailable, beyond any human interference.
My dreams of Cassy showed that initially Hannah had believed the disaster she had seen could be averted. She and her friends had worked to this end, but at some point she had understood that the holocaust was inevitable. I did not know how long after she had acquired this dark knowledge that she had foreseen the coming of the Seeker. Perhaps it was only when she dreamed about me that she understood she could not stop the Great White from happening, that I alone would have the potential to end the threat of a second holocaust.
Nor did I know if she or Cassy had ever foreseen the coming of the Destroyer, who would be born in the same time as the Seeker, and have the potential to use Sentinel and bring the world to a final doom. I suspected they must have known or seen something of him, for it was the only explanation for the cryptic nature of the directions Cassy had left me. They had been so obscurely phrased and so difficult to interpret that I was sure Cassy had been striving to make sure no one but I would be able to make head or tail of them.
That was what I thought, but I did not know.
What I did know was that Hannah and Cassy had worked together towards the end of the Beforetime to prepare the way for me. At what point in their preparations the Great White had come or how Cassy had escaped death was a mystery. The likelihood was that she had taken refuge in one of the shelters the Beforetimers had constructed, and since she had led the kidnapped paranormals to the Land, I had to assume the shelter had been within the Govamen compound where they had been held. But it was all guesswork because my dreams had never shown me the Great White or anything beyond it. All I knew of Cassy’s life after the holocaust had come from unravelling the clues she had left for me on the doors to Obernewtyn, and from conversations with the Twentyfamilies gypsy leader, Swallow, for he, and all of the Twentyfamilies gypsies, were descendants of Cassy and the Beforetime Misfits.
I wanted to go back to sleep, but instead I found myself thinking about Swallow. As far as I knew, the Twentyfamilies gypsy had no idea that the sacred D’rekta of the Twentyfamilies had been a Beforetime girl called Cassy, or that when she was older, Cassy had become the revered Sadorian seer Kasanda. I had put together the clues over time. Cassy had left her final message to me in the Earthtemple, or rather the last sign she had created, not the final sign, for according to the clues, that sign awaited me in the Red Land.
I focused my mind on the sound of the falling rain and tried to order my thoughts. It was my guess that Cassandra’s futuretelling Talent had manifested later in her life, as Misfit abilities sometimes did. How else could she have known, without foresight, where to leave clues for me that would survive until I was born? Hannah might have foreseen much of my life and told Cassy of it. She might even conceivably have foreseen the journey Cassy and the Beforetime Misfits would make to the Red Land, before coming to the Land, but could she truly have seen all that would happen in the long years Cassy would spend in the Land, all the signs she would leave and the creation of the Twentyfamilies, not to mention her capture and removal from the Land by Gadfian slavers? It was my belief that Cassy had developed futuretelling abilities before leaving the Land, and that these had been honed during the time between her capture by the slavers and her arrival in Sador, where she had left her last message for me, knowing I would come there seeking it. Certainly her powers must have been formidable, for a derivative of her name was used in Sador for those who exhibited that Talent.
I had no idea why I dreamed of Cassy or why I only dreamed of her life before the Great White. That was no less a mystery than why I was the Seeker. I had always assumed it must be because of the unusual range and strength of Talents I had been born with, which would be needed to find the clues that Cassy would leave. Certainly, much of my time since my first encounter with the Agyllians had been spent trying to decipher her instructions.
My task had been complicated and occasionally aided by upheavals in the Land, some of which Cassy must have futuretold. The previous year had seen an invasion of warrior priests, the overthrow of the Council and soldierguards on the west coast, and of the Herder priests in the Norselands. Despite being intimately involved in these events, I had found two of Cassy’s signs during this period; one had been a phrase scribed upon a memorial cairn to Cassy’s son Evander, and the second had been a small device called a memory seed, secreted inside a computermachine in the Sadorian Earthtemple.
I had three things yet to locate. The first was Cassandra’s key, which I had always thought to find at Obernewtyn. The second was on or within a sculpture created by Cassandra to mark the safe-passage agreement she had negotiated with the Councilmen who had then ruled the Land, so that the Twentyfamilies and their descendants would be able to travel freely about the Land and watch over the signs left for me. It was my belief that the final sign lay in the Red Queen’s land.
I pictured the much-crumpled paper upon which Fian had scribed a rough translation of the gadi words Cassy had carved, referring to the final sign.
[That which] will [open/access/reach] the darkest door lies where the … [lies/sleeps]? Strange is the keeping place of this dreadful [sign/key] but there is no other, for all who knew it are dead save one who does not know what she knows. Seek her … past … Only through her may you go where you have never been and must someday go … danger. Beware … dragon.’

I had been baffled by the clue until I discovered that Dragon, who had lost her memory, was the missing daughter of the murdered queen of the Red Land.
Incredible as it seemed, Cassandra must have foreseen that a descendant of the Red Queen would come to the Land in the time of the Seeker, and she had to have foreseen it when she was in the Red Queen’s land. How else could she have given information to the Red Queen to pass on to her daughter and to her daughter’s daughter, so that Dragon would hear or see whatever it was that was locked in her memories, waiting for me to discover it? And how else could Cassy have left a sign or a key for the Seeker in the Red Land before she had ever come to the Land and created the clue referring to it?
Unfortunately the clue had not told me how to acquire the knowledge hidden in Dragon’s suppressed memories, but the healers had assured me that her memory would return in time.
Sadly, a chance encounter with Herder priests had forced me to break into Dragon’s mind to prevent her falling into their hands. This had caused the girl to sink into a long coma where she had relived over and over the brutal betrayal and death of her mother. When she finally woke, it was with no recollection of the Red Land or of the time she had spent at Obernewtyn, but with a violent aversion to me because she associated me with the pain she had experienced, though she had no conscious memory of it.
During my time in Sador I had resolved to try to establish a new friendship with Dragon rather than seeking to revive the old one, but when I returned to Obernewtyn, I learned that she had disappeared. The only thing that kept me from despairing was the fact that the Futuretell guildmistress insisted Dragon was safe. I made the difficult decision not to seek the girl in the hope that, wherever she was and whatever she was doing, she would eventually return to Obernewtyn of her own accord, with her memory intact.
It troubled me that I had never told Rushton that Dragon was the daughter of the Red Queen, and that taking her aboard one of the four ships that would sail to the Red Land would ensure that her people would rise against their oppressors, thereby preventing the course of events that would lead to the foreseen invasion of the Land. Right now, Rushton and the others were planning the journey Maryon had said must be made, without having any idea how four ships could thwart an invasion.
I might have scribed of the matter to Rushton, but until now, he had been travelling from Sador to the Norse Islands and to the west coast, and besides, sending a letter about Dragon when she was missing had seemed pointless.
But after darkmoon we would enter the Days of Rain when the ships were due to sail, so I had decided to tell Rushton Dragon’s identity as soon as he returned, whether or not she was still missing. I turned onto my side and sighed. I had resolved not to worry about Dragon, and here I was doing just that. Yet she might very well simply appear in time to travel with the ships. Had not the other clues been found when I had least expected them? And I had only to call into Saithwold on the way to the ships to learn what Cassy had left for me in the statue there, created ostensibly to mark the safe-passage agreement.
The truth was that it was Cassandra’s key that now seemed the only thing impossible to obtain before the ships left for the Red Land.
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Unable to sleep and weary of lying there listening to the rain and worrying, I sat up, slid my feet into woven slippers and went to the deep, recessed shelf under the window. The air felt damp, and I shivered. I could see nothing through the half-open shutters save for the glimmer of the few drops that caught the dim ruby light cast by the dying fire, but it was still raining hard.
I drew out a long, narrow, heavy parcel and laid it on the tapestried window seat. Folding back the cloth wrapping I bared the stone sword that I had been given in the Earthtemple.
Here was another puzzle, for although the sword had been left for me by Cassy, it did not appear to be connected to my quest as the Seeker. The reigning overguardian had told me that the mystic Kasanda had instructed that the sword be given to the Seeker when they came for the last sign. I had been bidden keep it with me until I found its rightful owner. I could not imagine who would want such an unwieldy and useless thing as a stone sword, nor could I guess why Cassy had left it to me to return it to its owner. The only thing I could think of was that she had foreseen that my path would bring me into contact with them.
I ran a finger along the scribing on the hilt. I could not read the words because they were in gadi script but it suddenly occurred to me that I could make a rubbing of the markings and show them to Fian. The young teknoguilder had already translated the words from Cassy’s clue on the original doors to Obernewtyn, which had also been in gadi. I took a sheet of parchment and used some charcoal from the fire to make the rubbing, thinking that knowing what the words meant might enable me to understand why I had been given the sword. I laid the rubbing on the sill, reached into the shelf again and drew out the Beforetime device that had been inside the small computermachine Cassy had left for me. This was the last sign she had devised, and by some process I could not understand, the device had swallowed my voice and Maruman’s. Thus armed, it was supposed to enable me to enter all levels of the Sentinel Complex. I had been tempted to show it to Garth when I had first got back to Obernewtyn in the hope that the Teknoguildmaster would be able to explain how it might be used, but I would have been obliged to explain how I had obtained it.
Instead, I had interrogated Reul about the workings of computermachines whenever I got the chance, hoping the subject of memory seeds would come up. It was not hard to initiate such talk among the teknoguilders for they had all been fascinated to learn that a computermachine containing a program named Ines had been wakened by the futureteller Dell, and now spoke to her in the dulcet tones of a woman. Ines had restored operation to most of the lesser computermachines in the vast Beforetime shelter beneath the ruins of an ancient library on the west coast, and this had led the teknoguilders to dream of locating and waking a similarly powerful computermachine in the ruins under the Teknoguild caves.
Garth had been disappointed to learn that the teknoguilder Jak had no plans to return to Obernewtyn, for he had been hoping to make use of Jak’s experience with Ines. I understood why Jak had elected to remain on the west coast, having myself experienced the wondrous strangeness of conversing with a computermachine that responded almost as if it were sentient. For a teknoguilder, there was also the fascination of the many levels of the complex full of Beforetime artefacts to be investigated, not to mention the vast amount of knowledge of the Beforetime that reposed in Ines’s memory.
Jak had promised that he and Seely would visit Obernewtyn on their way back to the west coast complex, which they now called Oldhaven, after they had finished establishing a colony of taint-devouring insects in the Sadorian desert. Their most recent missive had bidden us expect them for the next moon fair, which was to commence on darkmoon. It would be a somewhat larger occasion than usual because Dardelan planned to attend in his capacity as high chieftain to perform the offices that would confirm Obernewtyn as a settlement and Rushton as its chieftain. In a brief missive to me, Rushton had explained that, given Dardelan’s intentions, he had issued an open invitation to the moon fair to all Landfolk.
He had asked that I announce the news at guildmerge, since we would need to prepare for the visitors. He also asked me to explain that the moon fair would be run over three days, as on the west coast, rather than lasting a single day.
Most of the others had been excited by the idea of having a three-day moon fair, and moreover one that would be attended by strangers instead of only our own people. Secretly I hoped most Landfolk would decide against accepting Rushton’s invitation for fear of being attacked by the bands of robbers and ruffians rumoured to be active on the main roads of late, or out of reluctance to travel in the notoriously uncertain weather. I did not like the thought of so many strangers roaming about, besides which it seemed likely to me that anyone who came up to Obernewtyn would be unable to resist returning to make a home here. Unfortunately, we had received numerous missives from traders and jacks wanting to apply for space to set up stalls, which, as Ceirwan had observed with irritatingly good humour, indicated that many would make the long journey to the mountain valley for the moon fair.
I had promptly delegated all preparations for the expected influx of visitors to him and the other guildmasters, pleading my duties as mistress of Obernewtyn as an excuse to distance myself from the moon fair; to my guilty relief, no one appeared to find it odd or unfair. Certainly Ceirwan did not seem to be finding it a burden, though the weight of most decisions had been falling to him.
Despite the expected numbers of outsiders and strangers, I had no doubt that Garth would find time to interrogate Jak about Ines and Oldhaven, and that in his turn, Jak would try to convince his master to visit Oldhaven. Garth, anticipating the request, had told me that he intended sending Reul with Jak to learn what he could. His own dearest desire was to see the collection of Beforetime books being amassed by the Norselanders on Herder Isle. The main Faction library had been destroyed when the Norselanders rose to overthrow the priests on Herder Isle, but there were hundreds of books stored in barrels in vaults under the city, some of which had been brought there by the original Faction priests shipwrecked on Herder Isle. Garth was convinced these tomes would divulge where the Herders had come from initially, and why they had left their own land. His interest in the origins of the Herders was almost as strong as his interest in the relationship between the Beforetimers Hannah Seraphim and Jacob Obernewtyn.
I rewrapped the sword, returning it and the memory seed to their shelf, then I bent to stoke the fire. There was only a little wood and, on impulse, I dressed, intending to go outside and get some more. Just as I was adding the last of the wood to the small blaze I had coaxed from the embers, there was a knock at the door. Aras entered with a tray of food and a basket of wood over her arm. I frowned at the ward, wishing she would leave such chores to farseeker novices. There was no use in protesting, however, because she regarded it as an honour to serve me. That she was not alone in this belief made it impossible to announce that I would prefer to fetch my own meals from the kitchen, or my own wood from the woodshed. In truth, the reverence of those at Obernewtyn sometimes served to isolate me as much as my secret quest.
I sat down on the bench seat before the fire and watched food being transferred from the tray to a small table beside me. I had not felt particularly hungry but my stomach rumbled at the sight of boiled eggs and fresh bread, a crock of butter and a little pot of blackberry jam. Aras gave me a shy smile and went to collect the tray from the previous night. She began to speak of the Misfit children who had arrived a sevenday past from Oldhaven to prepare for the Choosing Ceremony that would also take place at the moon fair. Several had demonstrated strong dual Talents and she was wondering if those who had Farseeking abilities would choose our guild.
I squeezed some lemon into the mug of steaming honey water on the tray and drank a sip of the sweetened liquid, only half listening to her chatter, so it took a moment for me to notice when she had changed the subject and begun talking about gypsies camped in the White Valley.
‘Twentyfamilies gypsies?’ I asked sharply, thinking of Swallow.
‘One older purebred woman and one younger halfbreed woman with different-coloured eyes,’ she answered. ‘Ceirwan says the younger might be the gypsy you rescued from the Herder flames ages back because she had eyes like that.’
Iriny, I thought, certain he was right, for I had never met another person with such eyes. It was my rescue of Iriny that had led to my first meeting with Swallow, who was her halfbrother. I had not seen the gypsy woman since our unexpected meeting atop Stonehill on the west coast, when she had told me that Swallow had revealed to her that I was the Seeker referred to in the ancient promises. She had explained gravely that he had told her about me because the time of the fulfilment of the promises was near.
Hearing this, there had been no doubt in my mind that Swallow had permitted his halfsister to cross the Suggredoon because he had known I would need her help. Either the gypsy seers had foreseen it, or Swallow had learned of it from the Agyllians, who had contacted him on other occasions when I had needed help. He would have come himself, Iriny had told me, save that his councillors had forbidden it, saying he could not risk himself until he had fathered an heir. I did not know what command Swallow had given his sister, but after telling me she knew I was the Seeker, Iriny had vowed to serve me in whatever capacity I required. True to her word, she had helped me to find the clue left by Cassy on Stonehill, and she had risked her life to help me get the plague-stricken coercer Domick out of Halfmoon Bay before his sickness became contagious.
‘I might ride down to the White Valley to see what news these gypsies have,’ I said, as much to myself as to Aras.
‘Today?’ she said, glancing askance at the window where rain still fell in a constant grey curtain. I followed her gaze, noticing that day had dawned without my realising it.
‘Maybe not today,’ I murmured, and broke off because I felt Ceirwan farseeking me.
‘Elspeth, three riders have just come galloping through the front gate. We had no warning from the watchhut because of the rain. I am headed for the front entrance now.’
I stood up at once, sending that I would meet him in the entrance hall, my spirit leaping like a mountain salmon at the thought that Rushton might be one of the riders.
I was halfway to the front entrance when Ceirwan farsought me to say that the riders were Sadorians, and that he would bring them to the kitchens to warm up and eat. I went directly there and had just settled myself in one of the dining alcoves, when the guilden ushered in a wet and weary-looking Bruna.
‘It is good to see you, Bruna!’ I said warmly, getting to my feet to welcome the young tribeswoman, as Ceirwan explained silently that the other two Sadorians had chosen to accompany the horses they had ridden to the farms.
Bruna took my hands in hers, a smile lighting her face, and I had a sudden vivid recollection of the passionate exchange I had witnessed in Sador between her and the young high chieftain, Dardelan, when I had been idly tracking her with spirit-eyes. Then she mastered her expression and stepped back to flatten her right hand over her heart and bowed over it in the Sadorian fashion.
‘Guildmistress,’ she said, and the beads in her jet-black braids tinkled softly as she straightened and added formally, ‘you are in good health?’
I nodded. ‘You look wet.’
‘Some matters are too important to wait for more convenient weather,’ she answered gravely.
‘You have a message from Dardelan?’ I asked, puzzled, because although she was now bonded to the young high chieftain, it seemed unlikely that he would use her as a messenger.
She shook her head, sending a little shower of droplets over me. ‘I have not come up from the lowlands. I have been in Sador these last two sevendays helping my mother prepare crews for the Umborine and the Ydori. I am just now on my way back to Sutrium. I and my companions came by the coast path.’ She stopped and glanced around at the other people eating firstmeal, then continued in a slightly stilted tone, ‘I bring you greetings and an apology from the teknoguilder Jak. He is having trouble with his taint-devouring insects, so he asked me to let you know that he and Seely will not attend the moon fair after all. I suggested they travel here for it and then return to Sador, but Jak refuses to leave the desert lands until he has done what he came to do.’
‘He is a teknoguilder,’ I said philosophically, and suggested she might like to dry out and change her clothes by the fire in the chamber I used to conduct business as mistress of Obernewtyn. I would lend her some of my own until her things could be dried. I knew we were like enough in size for her to wear my clothes, since I had once borrowed hers. She had a pack, but I doubted anything in it would be dry. I asked Ceirwan to have someone bring a towel as well as dry clothes from my bedchamber and led Bruna through a door into the outer corridor. Having a chamber apart from my own guildhall had helped me to separate my roles as guildmistress of the Farseekers and mistress of Obernewtyn, and on this occasion the room was conveniently close to the kitchens.
The last part of the walk leading to the chamber was open to a courtyard garden all along one side, and it was usually a pleasant stroll even at night, but today the din of the falling rain on the shingles overhead was deafening and every time the wind gusted, rain blew into the walk. By the time we reached the chamber, my hair and cheeks were almost as wet as Bruna’s.
Fortunately a young farseeker soon appeared with towels and dry clothes. Bruna towelled herself vigorously and changed while I dried my face and hair and then added wood to the modest blaze that had been lit to take the chill out of the air. By the time Aras arrived bearing a tray laden with a jug of steaming pea soup, bowls, spoons and fresh-baked soda bread, the fire was crackling warmly. As she served the tribeswoman soup, Aras explained diffidently that food had also been sent to the farms for the other Sadorians.
‘I will join them soon,’ Bruna said to me, after thanking her courteously. ‘My horse stumbled as we came along the narrowest part of that treacherous coast path and her knees were cut. It may be that she will need some treatment.’
Aras gave her a quick startled look, but I knew that Bruna used the possessive term as one might say ‘my brother’ or ‘my sister’, implying a bond of kinship and loyalty rather than of ownership. Survival in the harsh desert lands required a co-operation between human and beast that had only deepened once the Sadorians learned the signal talk that allowed non-beastspeakers to communicate with beasts.
I nodded to dismiss Aras, farseeking her to bid Alad have a healer look at the horses that had come in with the Sadorians, since the rain meant I could not farseek the Beastspeaking guildmaster directly. When I told her what I had done, Bruna nodded her approval. ‘I only hope that she has not lamed herself, for I want to be in Sutrium as soon as may be.’
There was a flare of longing in her eyes that told me the passion I had witnessed between her and Dardelan had not waned and I felt a stab of envy that she could ride down to her love with all the haste her heart commanded, while I must wait for mine to come to me.
Stifling a sigh, I asked what the tribesfolk had made of Daffyd’s theory that the notorious slaver Salamander was Sadorian.
Bruna shrugged. ‘My mother thinks it is true. I suspect some who profess their scorn for the theory do so merely to annoy her. It is the same with Jak’s insects, which many claim the tribes were manipulated into accepting, especially since my mother proclaimed it a sign that women should abandon the practice of immersing themselves in tainted water in solidarity with the wounded earth. They say the difficulties Jak is experiencing are proof that his gift is not a true sign. And more than half the women still immerse themselves in the isis pools on full moon nights.’
I shook my head. ‘I thought it would be forbidden after the overguardian accepted the gifting,’ I said.
‘So did my mother,’ Bruna admitted. ‘But though the overguardian did not deny that the gifting of the insects fulfilled the prophecy that when the earth began to heal the immersions would end, she did not forbid them. It is not the way of the tribes to forbid people doing what they desire to do, even when it is wrong, unless it harms other tribesfolk. They do not regard a foetus as a member of the tribe. Fortunately the immersions will end perforce when the isis pools are clean, but that will take years.’
It did not surprise me to discover that Bruna shared Jakoby’s controversial opinions. When she had been conceived, her mother had refused to follow the tradition of immersion, and her bondmate had left her. But had she not rejected tradition, Bruna might also have been born deformed. Jakoby’s own mother had obeyed tradition while carrying her and her twin sister, and although Jakoby had been born without blemish, her sister had been born with a deformed face and throat. As was the way of the tribes, the blemished twin had been given to the Earthtemple to be cared for and later trained as a guardian, but when she was older she had run away.
Bruna went on. ‘As to Salamander, some of the other tribe leaders claim he never raided Sador because he knew our intolerance of slavery, not because he feared that his Sadorian heritage would be discovered. They argue he feared our retaliation and that’s why he never attacked Sadorian ships, save those that broke his embargo by attempting to dock at Sutrium. A foolish argument given that Salamander’s modified Black Ship would easily have out-manoeuvred and out-fought any of our greatships.’
‘Yet still your people will take part in the expedition to the Red Land?’
Bruna nodded. ‘The overguardian of the Earthtemple foresaw the invasion of the slavemasters, even as your Maryon did. She announced that the only hope our people had of avoiding enslavement was to take part in the expedition.’ Bruna stretched her long strong hands out to the fire and added, ‘My mother will command the Umborine.’
I said nothing, my thoughts still on her previous remarks. It was my belief that Salamander was Gadfian, and that he had come from the same place as the slavemasters who occupied the Red Land. Gadfian slavers had once preyed regularly on our coast but they had died out because the settlements they had come from had been established on tainted land that had rendered them barren. It was only in recent times that I had learned the slavemasters who occupied the Red Land were Gadfian too, and that they had come from a larger and more distant Gadfian settlement built on untainted ground. These Gadfians had obviously thrived, since their leaders had been able to send out a fleet large enough to invade the Red Land.
If I was right, and Salamander had come from this settlement, it would explain how he had been able to cross the notorious Clouded Sea that lay between us and the Red Land. As a Gadfian he would have had access to the same maps as the slavemasters. Where they had obtained their maps originally was anyone’s guess, but I thought it likely that they had simply stumbled upon the Red Land and had then made their maps. This would also explain how Salamander had been permitted to trade with the slavemasters occupying the Red Land. If I was right, he was one of them.
Much of what we knew of the Red Land and the occupying Gadfian slavemasters had come from my foray into Dragon’s mind when I had been trying to wake her from her coma, and from dream-books kept by each guild. Anyone at Obernewtyn who had known the farseeker Matthew, transported to the Red Land years before as a slave, occasionally true-dreamed of him and of his life in the Red Land. In recent times there had been mention of other peoples in the dreams. Of particular interest were the powerful and mysterious White-faced Lords who we now knew were a race of people from some other distant land, whose appetite for slaves was believed to be the reason the slavemasters would eventually seek to invade the Land and enslave our people. One recent dream-book entry had suggested that their name arose from the fact that they actually wore white masks.
Bruna set her empty bowl aside, and a thought struck me. ‘Did you ever learn anything about that book and brooch I found in Ariel’s residence on Norseland?’ I asked. I had given them to her just before my departure from Sador, to see if she could find out anything about them, because both had looked to be Sadorian.
She shook her head apologetically. ‘I left soon after you went, with Dardelan, so I gave them to my mother. She said she would look into them, but she did not mention them this visit. Then again, she has been very busy. The book was Gadfian of course, for as you know Sadorians do not scribe in gadi. Most likely it was one of those cherished books carried away from old Gadfia in the Beforetime when our ancestors fled their land.’
I nodded, aware that the Sadorians were descended from a group of women who had fled from Gadfia towards the end of the Beforetime. They had left behind the violent Lud of the Gadfians along with many of the practices of their former land, including scribing in gadi. They used the language only in chant songs, for it was considered that the language contained too much of the violence inherent in the culture they had abandoned to be set down.
‘Did you have a chance to look at the book?’ I asked.
‘Sadorians cannot read gadi,’ Bruna reminded me. ‘But if my mother can find out which family the book belongs to, they will be able to recite its meaning. The only thing that seems odd to me is that I have not heard of any family losing one of their ancestors’ books. Such things are precious and irreplaceable.’
‘What did you make of the brooch?’ I asked.
Bruna shrugged again. ‘It was a sandcat and that is a common enough motif for jewellery in Sador. In my judgement it is definitely Sadorian, but the maker’s mark stamped on the back was too worn to read. I was going to show it around to see if anyone recognised the work, and I suggested my mother do so. But as I said, she did not mention the book or the brooch to me when I was there.’
I nodded and hoped Jakoby would come to the moon fair. She had promised to try, but from what Bruna said, she might be too busy with preparations for the expedition. I might have to wait until the journey to the Red Land was under way to find out what she had learned, if anything.
I had found the brooch and the book in a woman’s lavish bedchamber in Ariel’s residence on Norseland, and it was likely the woman to whom they belonged had been Salamander’s lover. Certainly I could not imagine Ariel loving anyone. Being reminded that no Sadorian could read gadi made me feel more certain than ever that the woman had been Gadfian rather than Sadorian, else she would have been unable to read it. If I were right, it added weight to my theory that Salamander was Gadfian, for would he not choose a woman of his own race? Who Salamander and the woman were mattered to me because they were connected to Ariel, and the more I knew about him, the better prepared I would be to face him. I knew that I must face Ariel again, for I was certain that he was the Destroyer, whose coming I had been warned of by the Agyllians because he had the potential to find Sentinel and use it. He had fled to the Red Land on Salamander’s Black Ship after the Norselanders threw off the yoke of the Herder Faction. I had no doubt that I would find him waiting there for the Seeker.
I had not yet talked to Rushton about going with the expedition myself, and I was glumly aware that he might oppose my going, especially if he decided to take Dameon with him. He would want me at Obernewtyn in his stead and safely out of danger. But when I told him about Dragon he would surely agree that I should not leave her to face her past alone. I also hoped he would take personal pleasure in knowing that we would make the long journey together.
Bruna rose and stretched as lithely and unselfconsciously as a cat, then she strode across the room to look out the window. I went to stand beside her and for a time we simply stood companionably, watching the grey rain slanting down onto a sodden stretch of lawn. Then Bruna said, ‘I have grown to love the Land, Elspeth, but when the rain falls it sometimes seems that it will never stop. I suppose Landfolk find the dryness of the desert no more appealing.’
‘Louis Larkin predicts that the Days of Rain will come early this year and if the last few days are a sign, he is right,’ I said. ‘But as to the desert lands being unappealing, to my eyes they will always be wondrous fair.’
Bruna gave me a quick, appreciative look. ‘Few Landfolk would call fair a land that is all but bereft of green and growing things.’
‘Yet it is so,’ I said firmly. I turned to look at her. ‘Tell me, Bruna, did you really come all the way up to Obernewtyn in this churlish weather to deliver a message from Jak?’
The Sadorian woman looked at me. ‘I did not wish to speak my deepest purpose with so many people about.’
‘We are all Misfits here,’ I said gently.
‘Nevertheless, some things are better spoken of in private,’ she replied. ‘I came to tell you that the bones of the tribesman Straaka must be returned to the desert lands so that they can be laid to rest in the spice groves with the proper rituals.’
This was the last thing I had expected. ‘Bruna, we have not seen Straaka since Malik’s betrayal in the White Valley. Miryum fled with his body after the battle and no one has seen her since.’
Straaka had ardently pursued the stocky coercer after they had met fleetingly in Sador during the Battlegames. When the handsome tribesman had gifted her two horses upon our departure, Miryum accepted, thinking only of being able to give the beasts their freedom at Obernewtyn. She had been mortified when Straaka appeared months later to claim her as his bondmate. Only then had she understood that his gift had been an offer of betrothal. At my suggestion, she explained that she could not bond with him until Obernewtyn was safe. I knew that a tribesman would honour Miryum’s devotion to Obernewtyn, and hoped that he would return to his land to wait. Miryum had been unable to simply recant her unwitting acceptance of his offer, because tribal honour would have demanded that Straaka kill himself. I had supposed that eventually he would grow weary of waiting and withdraw his suit. The soft-spoken tribesman had agreed to wait but instead of returning to Sador he had chosen to wait at Obernewtyn. To Miryum’s disgust, Straaka had attached himself to her newly formed coercer-knights, riding out as one of them, determined to help her fulfil her vow to see Obernewtyn safe.
But when he had perished saving Miryum’s life, the coercer had vanished with his body. Initially we thought that she had taken it to Sador for burial since the tribesman had once explained the import of this ritual among tribesfolk. But Miryum had never arrived in Sador and after a time it began to be whispered that she had carried Straaka’s body off in guilt and grief, only to stumble into Blacklands and die.
‘Straaka’s body must be returned to Sador,’ Bruna reiterated. ‘Until this happens his spirit will continue to walk.’
‘What do you mean, walk?’ I asked, taken aback.
‘Straaka’s spirit plucks at the dreams of those who knew him when he lived,’ Bruna answered. Now she straightened and said very formally, ‘I bring a message from the overguardian of the Earthtemple, to Elspeth Gordie, guildmistress of the Farseekers of Obernewtyn. Straaka’s spirit must find peace. One of the men who rode here with me is the brother of Straaka. His name is Ahmedri. He will remain with you until he learns where Straaka’s bones lie, for they must be returned to the desert lands.’
‘With me …?’ I echoed.
‘The overguardian is a kasanda,’ Bruna continued. ‘She foresaw that when you free Straaka’s betrothed, she will lead Ahmedri to his brother’s bones.’
‘I, free Miryum?’ I asked, dumbfounded. ‘Are you saying she is a prisoner?’
‘The overguardian said that Straaka will lead you to the woman and when she is freed she will reveal the whereabouts of his bones to Ahmedri. I do not know who holds her prisoner.’
‘Wait, even if Miryum is being held captive somewhere, how can you speak of Straaka’s bones and then tell me in the same breath that he will lead me to her?’ I demanded.
‘The overguardian said that his spirit will find yours.’
I stared at her. If she spoke of spirits then she was speaking of the dreamtrails, that mysterious echo of reality, which rose up like smoke from a fire, and was visible only to spirit-eyes. It was true that I could summon up a spirit-form and will myself to the dreamtrails, but Atthis had warned me explicitly to avoid them because the Destroyer would seek me there. I thought of the dark spirit-form that had pursued me in my nightmares and shivered.
But even if I were willing to risk encountering the Destroyer to search for Straaka on the dreamtrails, there would be no point. Straaka was dead and a spirit severed from its flesh would have been drawn immediately into the mindstream. Even if Straaka’s spirit had found some way to delay that final merging, how was I to find him when spirit-forms did not mimic the flesh they had inhabited, but expressed a potent aspect of the character or the dominant emotion of the person or beast? It would be like trying to recognise someone wearing a mask.
Bruna regarded me sympathetically, then she reached out to rest a hand on my shoulder and said, ‘I must go to Domina now.’
When Ceirwan arrived a little while later, he brought Tomash to guide the tribeswoman through the maze, for the direct path was the site of much activity since it had been designated one of the places where visitors would set up camp for the moon fair. All of the cloth tents we had were in the process of being pitched there, despite the rain, for those who came without covered wagons.
When they had gone out, Ceirwan sat down beside me by the fire, mopped his face dry and then poured us mugs of the steaming spiced ferment he had brought with him. ‘Why did she really come?’ he asked when I took the mug he handed me.
‘The Temple overguardian sent her to tell us that Straaka’s bones have to be returned to Sador for burial.’
‘Ye told her we searched high an’ low fer Miryum an’ Straaka’s body after she disappeared?’ His dark blue eyes were puzzled for he knew we had sent several missives to this effect to Jakoby after Miryum had first vanished.
‘The overguardian says I am going to find Miryum and that she will lead us to Straaka’s bones,’ I said.
‘Find her where?’ the farseeker asked incredulously, and I caught his suppressed thought that the coercer was surely dead.
‘The overguardian didn’t say,’ I replied. ‘Bruna also said her mother will master the Umborine on the journey to the Red Land, and that Jakoby thinks Daffyd is right about Salamander being Sadorian.’
‘But you dinna believe it?’ Ceirwan said.
He knew me very well. ‘We will learn the truth of it in the Red Land.’
‘So ye do mean to go on th’ voyage?’ he murmured. ‘I kenned as much as soon as ye told me who Dragon is.’
‘Did you send word to Maryon that I was coming to see her today?’ I asked.
‘Before I could, Maryon sent word that she is expectin’ ye,’ Ceirwan responded with a twinkle of malice. Then he got to his feet. ‘As a matter of fact, ye’d best gan there now fer she said she’d see ye about midday.’
‘Wonderful,’ I sighed, dismissing a contrary impulse to put off going until the evening, just to thwart the futuretelling.
As we made our way back to the main part of the building, I shouted over the noise of the rain to ask the guilden to have Javo organise travel food for two riders, because Bruna wished to leave for the lowlands before dusk.
‘Two riders?’ Ceirwan echoed.
‘One of the Sadorians that rode in is the brother of Straaka. He is supposed to stay and wait until I find Miryum and she tells him where Straaka’s body is buried.’
I made a mental note to ask the tribesman not to speak of spirits walking in dreams. The last thing we needed was for inexperienced Talents to be blundering around trying to find the dreamtrails.
‘Maybe the overguardian merely meant ye are to true-dream of what happened to Miryum after she took Straaka’s body,’ he suggested, when we were out of the open corridor and could hear ourselves think.
I nodded, and told him what Bruna had said about freeing Miryum. Ceirwan scoffed at the idea of anyone holding the powerful coercer against her will.
‘Nevertheless this Ahmedri is to remain and so perhaps I had better have a talk with Linnet,’ I murmured. ‘It was under her command that the knights searched for Miryum after the massacre in the White Valley and I need to refresh my mind about what they discovered.’
‘Nowt much, as I recall,’ Ceirwan said. We had reached the entrance hall to Obernewtyn, and the farseeker smiled to see Freya waiting for him. He gave me an apologetic glance and said, ‘I promised to eat midmeal with Freya but she will nowt mind if I put her off …’
‘Go,’ I sent, smiling, and I watched them depart hand in hand with a stab of envy before I went on alone.
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The Futuretell guilden opened the door too quickly and I felt myself growing tense as I followed her down the bare little passage that led to the small chamber that served as Maryon’s audience room. Christa opened the door and stood back to let me go in before her. The chamber was simply furnished with a thick, sound-muffling rug on which two chairs faced one another over a small, exquisitely carved table. A circular room, like my bedchamber, it was built within a turret that rose above the roof of the Futuretellers hall, but neither this nor the fact that I had been here on other occasions eased me.
Christa invited me to sit down and I obeyed, trying to quell the babble of doubts and anxieties overwhelming my thoughts by concentrating my attention on my surroundings. The audience chamber was smaller than my bed chamber because the turret it occupied was higher and narrower than the one above the Farseekers hall. There were other differences, too. The windows that rose long and narrow either side of a small fireplace had insets of violet-coloured leaded glass that gave the grey light streaming in a bruised tinge, and made it hard to see outside. Indeed, there was no open window and so the sound of the rain was barely audible. Instead I could hear the pleasant crack of logs in the fire and I shied away from the thought that it had been heated in anticipation of my visit.
It was irrational, but the thought that Maryon had foreseen our meeting made me feel as if I were being manipulated. I told myself that futuretellers only saw the future; they did not make it happen. Yet a cold voice inside me pointed out that when Maryon told what she saw, she knowingly affected events. Had she not sent Jik on the journey that had ended in his terrible death, and was it not her futuretelling that had sent Dragon to the lowlands where she had vanished? If the Futuretell guildmistress had not spoken, both of them might even now be safe at Obernewtyn. Maryon would argue that she spoke only to ensure the best possible course for the future, but how could it be best for Jik to die so horribly? Was it truly possible that worse would have happened if he had never left Obernewtyn? Of course, Maryon might not have foreseen that sending Jik to the lowlands would mean his death, but I was unsure it would have made any difference to her foretelling if she had.
It was not only Maryon. I had been uneasy around those with futuretelling abilities ever since Atthis had made me promise to keep secret my quest to find Sentinel. There was no question that the futuretellers saw glimpses of my quest and maybe more than just glimpses. Dell had spoken of me leaving Obernewtyn and Maryon had made enough references to my quest over the years to make it clear that she knew far more than she said. The fact that she had only ever spoken obliquely of it suggested she understood the need for discretion, maybe better than I did. I little liked that thought, either.
‘Greetings, Elspeth.’ The soft highland-accented voice of the Futuretell guildmistress broke the silence of the small room.
‘Greetings, Guildmistress Maryon,’ I said, turning to face her, and winced inwardly, hearing resentment in my tone.
Maryon’s wide mouth was grave but a faint glimmer of amusement lit her grey eyes as she glided across the room, telling me she was well aware of my discomfort. I had a sudden revelation that it was the futureteller’s ability to see too much of what was going on in my mind and heart that, more than her futuretold commands or her discomfiting knowledge of my quest, lay at the core of my unease around her. This was a paradox because, as a powerful empath, Dameon was often aware of my feelings, yet I did not mind being with him. Indeed, the opposite was true. I loved him and missed him keenly when he was absent.
Perhaps it was the remoteness of the futureteller’s regard that made the difference. Being privy to so much information made her far more perceptive than ordinary people, but in order to retain her selfhood within the welter of knowledge that daily assailed her, Maryon had to shield herself with detachment. The result was that I felt as if she saw into me and through me, saw all of my pretences and motivations and fears. Yet she was no more than a cool observer.
The futureteller made a graceful gesture that bade me sit and only then did I realise I had risen to my feet. We sat down together and she shook her head so that her long sleek hair spread like a shawl about the shoulders of the pale blue gown she wore. It struck me with a little start of surprise that she was beautiful. It was not the first, nor even the second thing one noticed about her. She spread a swatch of embroidered cloth efficiently over a small frame, unsnagged a needle from it and began sewing tiny stitches. No doubt it was a part of the tapestry her guild would present at the moon fair, and I wondered fleetingly what they had chosen to highlight of the year past.
‘Do ye wish to drink something?’ Maryon asked.
I had a churlish urge to remark that she must know the answer already, but I shook my head and said, ‘I have not thanked you for sending Rushton and the coercers to my aid in Saithwold last year.’
‘Ye blame me because I dinna send them sooner,’ Maryon said calmly. ‘But ye ken, too, that if I had done so, all that ye achieved following events there would nowt have come to pass. Those enslaved upon Herder Isle would be enslaved still and all on the west coast would have perished of plague.’
‘I meant it when I thanked you,’ I said tersely.
‘Ye mean your thanks, aye. But ye are also angry,’ Maryon said with a small bleak smile.
I swallowed a surge of irritation at being told what I felt, no matter that it was true, and said tightly, ‘There are some things I need to ask you. You have often told me that futuretellers do not see all that there is to be seen. How much of the future could be seen if the futureteller had a very great Talent?’ I was thinking of Ariel who possessed futuretelling Talent strong enough to let him see the four ships being prepared for the journey to the Red Land and maybe even to see Dragon and me aboard.
‘A powerful futureteller could see a great deal, particularly if they have trained their Talent an’ if that which they scry out is nowt too far in th’ future. But all futuretellers see vastly less than there is to be seen, which is why they may ken what will happen out of all that might happen no more accurately than a futureteller novice.’ My face must have shown my bewilderment, for Maryon went on in the slightly lecturing tone she used on the novices in her guild. ‘No matter how it mun seem, the future is nowt fixed, Elspeth. That is a hard thing fer folk to grasp when they think of futuretelling. There are limitless possible futures and a futureteller only sees some of these. The greater the Talent, the more possibilities they will see, and some differ only in small and unimportant ways while others differ in small but vital ways. An’ still with all a futureteller can see, they will not see all.’
‘And yet not seeing all, you speak of what you see; you act,’ I said, unable to prevent an accusing note from creeping into my voice.
‘A wise futureteller will focus on the best possible future of those they have seen, an’ then follow the thread of events leading to that future, to see if anything can be done to strengthen it. Sometimes speaking of the seeing is part of that.’ She gave me a sharp look. ‘It is our practice to say as little as we can, and rarely to recommend a course of action unless we see some great evil that must be averted, whatever the cost.
I cut in. ‘When you bade me journey to Sutrium last spring –’
‘I had a random true dream of the west coast as a wasteland, corpses plague-scarred and rotting in desolate cities, a feast for crows and rats. I sought out the vision apurpose afterwards, expectin’ to find it easily fer it was a vast event an’ would affect thousands of people. But instead I saw fightin’ betwixt th’ rebels an’ soldierguards and the Herder priests on th’ west coast, but no plague and nowt near so many dead as in th’ first vision. I scried again an’ saw the plague future an’ I scried again an’ saw th’ future with war but no plague. I tried again an’ again, an’ it was always the same – two possible futures, equally balanced in likelihood, both dark, though one immeasurably more so than the other. I traced back the events leadin’ to th’ future with the battles an’ no plague, tryin’ to identify what might be done to strengthen it an’ I narrowed the balancing event down to your journey to Saithwold. Simply put, in visions when ye went to Saithwold, th’ future containing the plague did not come to pass. But when ye dinna enter Saithwold, th’ plague future dominated.
‘Of course I looked into what would happen once ye gan to Saithwold, but there were a multitude of possibilities as there often are, when you are the central figure of a scrying, Elspeth Gordie,’ Maryon said. ‘The best I could see was that there was a small possibility that you would die an’ that risk seemed worth taking when I thought of how many would die in a plague.’
‘Why didn’t you just tell me to go to Saithwold to prevent the plague?’ I heard anger in my voice.
‘Ask yerself if ye would have believed that going to Saithwold would prevent plague on the west coast,’ Maryon asked softly. ‘I think ye would have asked me how that could be, an’ I would have had to say that I dinna ken. Ye would almost certainly have decided not to waste time gannin’ to Saithwold, but to gan straight away to the west coast. Ye had the means an’ that was a possible future I saw arisin’ from my speakin’ to ye of th’ plague. But if ye’d done that, ye would have arrived on the west coast with no idea of who carried the plague an’ without the information ye acquired in the Norselands that allowed ye to avert it, besides which ye’d nowt have brought about th’ overthrow of the Faction on the Norse Isles.’
I heard in her tone the weariness of one who has explained a thing too many times, and sighed, feeling the tensions in me loosen. ‘It is hard to know that the danger you have faced might have been averted if you had been told what was coming, even when there was a reason for keeping silent.’
‘Harder to be the futureteller deciding whether or nowt to speak,’ Maryon said flatly. Then her face softened. ‘It is hard for you, Elspeth, I ken it well. But nivver doubt that yer equal to it. There is somethin’ in ye – some mettle, which could be called rigidity or stubbornness – that gives ye the strength to hold to yer own course. Ye will have great need of that in th’ days to come.’
Her words had the faint but unmistakable overtone of prophecy and I felt myself tense again. Perhaps she sensed it for she gave me a penetrating look and added, ‘In every future I saw in that time, after gannin’ to Saithwold, ye did come to th’ west coast, an’ I would guess that was because of Ariel leavin’ Domick fer ye to find. Th’ link between ye is strong.’
‘Link?’ I echoed flatly.
The futureteller looked at me so searchingly that I wished I had held my tongue. She said, ‘Some lives are linked, fer good or ill, Elspeth. The bindin’ is easier to see in visions than in life. A futureteller might foresee an encounter between two people which repeated scrying reveals is likely to happen. But a futureteller might also discover a hundred possible futures in which the same meetin’ takes place. It might be in a different village, or on a different street, or it happens at night instead of in the daytime, or slightly different words will be spoken, or different people will be nearby. This suggests that there are threads binding th’ two that canna’ be seen in events alone nor even in actions, which will draw them irrevocably together. Such it is with you an’ Ariel.’
‘It sickens me to think of being linked with him,’ I said, and heard the loathing in my tone.
‘There are many kinds of links formed between people,’ Maryon said. ‘Strong emotion – fear or hate as well as love or loyalty – can forge a link between two people, or even a group of people, or a shared experience of a traumatic or transcendent event. Yer bound to Rushton by a link of great love, fer example. Ye’d have felt a backwards shadow of it th’ first time ye set eyes on one another, I’d guess. There are more rare an’ potent links even than love, though. Th’ one between you an’ Ariel is such a one, as is th’ link between him an’ Dragon.’
I gaped at her. ‘Dragon is linked to Ariel?’
Again the futureteller did not address my question directly. ‘There are people we call keystones – people who, for some reason or another, live lives that will affect the course of many.’
‘Dragon …’
‘Is a keystone. Her activities and choices affect the lives of many, as do Ariel’s. Such people are rare, an’ if born in th’ same time, th’ likelihood of their interactin’ is very high. They are like two weighty stones on a blanket. Their weight mun carry them towards one another, an’ it will draw all lesser stones on th’ blanket towards that meetin’ as well.’
‘Do you know who Dragon is?’ I asked.
‘She is th’ daughter of th’ queen of the Red Land, betrayed an’ murdered by her prime consul,’ Maryon answered. ‘I saw it when I focused on Dragon, after I foresaw her travelling with ye to Sutrium. There had been no mention of the bairn accompanyin’ ye an’ I wondered why I had dreamed it. At first, I dinna scry back into her past, but forward into a future where she dinna gan with ye. I came to a vision of th’ future darker than any I have ever seen, darker even than the desolation of the plague-racked west coast. I saw the world laid waste, all life upon it dead and gone. I saw a barren wind blowing over barren lands and dead waves breaking on dead shores. I scried again and again and though I could see no details at all of what would cause this future to come to pass, I saw that it would come if Dragon did not travel with you when you left to go to Sutrium.’
‘Did you see that this dark future would be averted if Dragon arrived in Sutrium?’ I asked.
‘I saw that it might come to pass even if she went to Sutrium, but every single future contained that dreadful vision if Dragon did not gan with ye from Obernewtyn,’ she answered. ‘It was the two of ye leavin’ Obernewtyn together that mattered. Thus I kenned that there was somethin’ she or you or both of you mun do or see or learn on the way there or maybe someone either of ye mun meet that would weigh against that dreadful black future. I judged it important enough to warrant speaking out to make sure she would travel with ye. It was only after ye had both gone that I scried again, focusing on Dragon, an’ this time going backwards in time. That was when I kenned the truth of her past.
‘It was when I was weary from tryin’ to see more of what brought her from the Red Land that I lost control of my probe and was thrown forward into the future vision where an armada of Gadfian slavers was coming from the Red Land to our waters. Hundreds of greatships swarming along the strait, full of fearsome warriors intent on enslaving us, even as they have done to the Redlanders. I delved until I found a vision where they dinna come, an’ traced that back to four ships leaving from the Land one morning ere the end of the Days of Rain …’
I licked my dry lips and forced myself to say, ‘So you saw the invasion only because you were looking into Dragon’s past?’
She nodded. ‘Chance can play as much a part in futuretellin’ as in life.’
I nodded and took a deep steadying breath. ‘Is Ariel in the Red Land now?’
‘I saw him on th’ Black Ship with Salamander, speakin’ of the Red Land as his destination,’ she said, her mouth twisting. ‘His words revealed that he expects a warm welcome. He spoke of you, too. He longs to do ye harm, an’ it eats at him that he might have had his desire but dared not, because there is somethin’ he needs from ye. He speaks of your coming to th’ Red Land as a certainty.’
‘He must have foreseen it,’ I muttered, my heart sinking.
‘Maybe so, but even if he did, no futureteller can ever be completely sure that what they see will come to pass or that it will unfold exactly as they have imagined. Besides, Ariel may be a powerful Misfit, but any Talent he possesses will be distorted because he is defective. That is his greatest weakness. That an’ his inability to ken how other people will act. He kens only how he would act, so his decisions about others are always based on what he would do in their place.’
‘Did he speak of Dragon?’ I asked. ‘Does he know about her?’
‘I have seen the likeness of her mother carved on public walls in th’ Red Land, an’ it might be Dragon’s face, so much does the daughter resemble the mother. I think the likelihood is that Ariel will know who she is, if he dinna ken it already,’ Maryon said.
‘I suppose I am a keystone, too,’ I murmured.
Maryon shook her head slowly, her clear dark eyes holding my gaze. ‘I dinna ken what you are, Elspeth Gordie. Whenever I focus a vision on ye it is like lookin’ into th’ heart of a storm. A great knot of possibilities forms about yer every choice, great an’ small. Ye affect an’ alter the lives of all ye encounter. Yer more than a keystone, an’ ye draw them both to you.’
The door opened without warning and a slight young man with flyaway ginger hair and vague brown eyes entered. He set down two large cloth-wrapped packages on the table, bowed and left without saying a word.
Maryon raised her brows in a mixture of resignation and amusement. ‘That was Lief. His aunt brought him up from Darthnor two sevendays past. She said if rumour were true an’ Obernewtyn was to become a settlement for freaks an’ Misfits, her nephew belongs with us. As it transpires th’ lad has a formidable Talent for futuretelling but only in small matters. For example, I dinna ask him to bring these to me. I imagine he simply foresaw that I would summon him an’ ask him to bring them, so he brought them.’
‘What are they?’ I asked, not sorry our previous conversation had been interrupted.
‘Gifts. Open them,’ Maryon said.
I wanted to refuse, for the gifts of futuretellers always seemed to be freighted with unsettling meaning, but I unwrapped the smaller parcel to find a pair of beautifully made boots dyed a dark leaf green and reeking pleasantly if potently of the rich pungent oil Grufyyd created to waterproof cloth and fibre. A delicate leaf and flower pattern had been woven into the material but the soles were thick and well-ridged. I noticed there was a small sheath built into the lining of the boots, where a little knife fitted. Travelling boots like these would not be much use on the wet slippery deck of a ship, but no doubt they would serve in the Red Land. The second gift was a hooded travelling coat of densely woven grey cloth lined with a softer fabric, also pungent with recently applied waterproofing oil. Again it was too heavy for a journey on a ship and I did not see that it would be much use in the hot Red Land, but I thanked Maryon awkwardly.
The futureteller nodded composedly and said there were other gifts. ‘I will have Lief bring them to yer chamber when they are ready. An’ now there is another matter I wish to speak about. Since Dell has made it clear she will nowt return to Obernewtyn, I wish to elevate a senior novice to ward at the Choosing Ceremony during the moon fair.’
‘That seems reasonable. Just let Gevan know for the armbands,’ I said, wondering why she would mention the matter to me since it was completely within her province as guildmistress to make any futureteller appointment.
Maryon continued. ‘I would further ask that you would propose Dell be appointed mistress of Oldhaven at the next guildmerge. It is needful that her position be formalised.’ She dropped her eyes to her sewing for a moment to check her stitches.
I wondered what she had foreseen to prompt her to speak, but I merely said, ‘I will propose it, for Dell is the leader of the settlement in all but name.’ I drew myself up. ‘And now there is something I want to ask of you. I want you to scry for Maruman.’
The futureteller looked up without surprise. ‘I will try, but you know he is nowt the easiest beast to find if he dinna want to be found.’
‘I am worried about him,’ I admitted.
‘I ken it, but I think I would have seen if any harm had come to him. Yet as ye ask it, I will make the attempt. If I locate him, I will send word at once. There is something else?’
I nodded, suppressing a sigh. ‘There is. I need to borrow your guild’s dream-books. I have my guild sifting through all of the dream-books for information about the Red Land.’
Maryon nodded and promised to send it as soon as the latest entries were dry.
‘Well, I had better go. Again my thanks for the gifts,’ I said rising. Then another thought came to me. ‘I don’t suppose any of your people have lately dreamed of Miryum or Straaka.’
The futureteller frowned. ‘I recollect there were one or two dreams a while back, an’ I might have missed more recent entries that refer to them. What makes ye ask?’
I told her the whole of what Bruna had said of Straaka and Miryum and she looked intrigued. ‘I have never communed with the spirit of a dead person. I would not have thought it possible. But mayhap the tribeswoman misunderstood what th’ Temple guardian told her. Maybe the seer saw that a past-dream would come to ye of Straaka, which would reveal what happened to him an’ Miryum.’
Ceirwan had made a similar suggestion and all at once I felt relieved, certain they were right. In truth I had no desire to seek out the dreamtrails, given Atthis’s warnings, and especially not without Maruman to guide and guard me. Gahltha could have served as a guardian in the old cat’s absence, of course, but he had not Maruman’s gifts in that strange realm.
‘Just the same, I would be glad if you would try scrying for Miryum again,’ I said. ‘It is hard to imagine she could be anyone’s captive all this time without any of your guild seeing it, but you said yourself futuretellers do not see everything.’
Maryon nodded thoughtfully.
I went to the door, turning as I opened it to say, ‘There is one other thing. It is only idle curiosity but I have been wondering what you foresaw that made you change your mind about allowing Jacob Obernewtyn’s tomb to be opened.’
Maryon laid aside her sewing and rose. ‘I had a past-dream of Jacob Obernewtyn puttin’ th’ journal into th’ grave,’ she said simply.
I stared at her. ‘You saw his face? What did he look like?’
The futureteller tilted her head, thinking. ‘He was a tall, lean, slightly bent man with grey hair and a kindly, much-lined face. He spoke a few words to himself as he closed the tomb. He had a strong highland accent.’
‘What did he say?’ I asked, curiously.
‘He asked Hannah to forgive him,’ the futureteller answered.
I nodded and went out, shamed by how relieved I was to close a door between us.
‘Any news of Maruman?’ Ceirwan asked when I farsent him to say I was leaving the Futuretellers hall. He had finished his midmeal with Freya and was on his way back to the Farseekers hall.
‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘But they will scry for Miryum and for Maruman. In the meantime, Maryon is sending over the Futuretell dream-books. You might bid Sarn remind the other guilds that have not yet sent over their dream-books to do so.’ Sarn was elderly and her Talent limited but she had proven to be a very able researcher and her scribing was excellent, all of which made her an obvious choice for the team I had working on the book of information on the Red Land, to be presented to Rushton before the expedition.
‘We don’t have much time, even if the four ships are to depart before the end of the Days of Rain and not before they begin, as we were originally told in Sador,’ I went on. ‘If the time was not so short, I would wish we were to go before the Days of Rain. Do you know that shipfolk call them the Days of Storm?’
‘I have heard that, but by all accounts the journey to th’ Red Land will take so long that ye’d still be at sea during th’ Days of Rain even if ye left tomorrow,’ Ceirwan observed. ‘By the way, Fian is havin’ a bite to eat before he sets off fer th’ White Valley. Did ye want me to send him to ye afore he gans?’
‘I need to show him something but I will get it and then go to the kitchens to see him,’ I said decisively. ‘I could do with a bit of rowdy life after the rarefied atmosphere of the Futuretellers hall.’
‘Greetings, Guildmistress,’ Fian said eagerly, getting to his feet as I approached his table with a bowl of stewed mushrooms and some fresh-baked bread. ‘Have ye read the journal?’
‘A good bit of it,’ I said, sitting down at the table opposite him and gesturing him to eat. ‘Are you really going to set off in this downpour? The road will be awash down to the pass and the White Valley will be a swamp. Why not wait a day and see if it stops? It cannot be pleasant living in cloth houses in this weather,’ I said.
The young teknoguilder shook his head eagerly. ‘Garth bade me come back as soon as I could. But we dinna live in the cloth houses any more. Dinna anyone tell ye that th’ Teknoguildhouse in the White Valley is finished?’
I was astonished. The last time I had seen the Teknoguildhouse, the building had possessed neither windows nor a floor. Indeed, it had been more of a decoy to stop travellers getting close enough to Tor to see the entrance to Newrome than an actual dwelling, and given the teknoguilders’ reluctance to interrupt their research for practical matters such as food or shelter, I had thought it would remain a shell for years to come.
‘It was Bergold’s sister’s doin’,’ Fian said. ‘That Analivia who was spying on us afore ye went away. She turned up at our camp one day in summer an’ she has been visitin’ regularly ever since. She asks questions of Garth about Newrome an’ the Beforetimers an’ the things we find there. She has even dived down into th’ lake to see th’ drowned Beforetime towers. Then one day, she brought some of her brother’s workers down to th’ White Valley an’ said they were to finish th’ guildhouse.’
I could feel myself gaping. ‘Garth permitted that?’
Fian laughed. ‘Better to say that tryin’ to tell Ana what to do is like tryin’ to order th’ wind around! Seeing her an’ Garth arguin’ is like watchin’ a storm bluster at a great heavy stone! Ye think th’ stone is stronger yet ye ken that in time, th’ wind could wear away a mountain. Garth says “No” an’ “Absolutely not” an’ “Over my dead body”, an’ Ana just gans on an’ does what she wants. The guildmaster groans every time she comes.’
I laughed, picturing the massive Garth being faced down by the feisty yellow-haired woman who had once saved me from a whipping at the hands of one of her father’s sadistic followers. ‘These workers of Bergold’s, did they know before they arrived that they were going to be working for Misfits?’
Fian shrugged, pushing his empty plate aside, and eyed the platter of bread and butter I had brought to the table. I motioned for him to have some, and taking a slice, he bit into it and said with a full mouth, ‘Ana told them, an’ truly I think they were none too keen on comin’ to th’ White Valley, but since we dinna read their minds or talk to one another without speaking or do anything they’d call uncanny, th’ workers have got over their worritin’ about us teknoguilders. They think our interest in th’ past is ghoulish, of course, but they dinna say so openly because Ana is interested, too. She is so fierce they are all scared of her. I was scared of her too, to begin with, but not now. She says she an’ her brother will come up to Obernewtyn fer the moon fair an’ they might even move here once it is a proper settlement.’
‘Garth never sent a word of this,’ I said, feeling a bit dazed.
‘Well he wouldn’t, would he?’ said Fian, grinning mischievously.
I knew I ought to scold the lad for disrespect, but since I dispensed with formalities whenever possible, I could hardly fault him. Besides, I liked Fian’s cheek a good deal more than the stultifying reverence with which many at Obernewtyn regarded me. I thought about his news and wondered why Analivia or her brother would want to come to live at Obernewtyn when they had a lovely home on the edge of the orchards. Bergold loved his fruit trees and he was still struggling to replace the workers lost when the road to the west coast reopened and the miners of Darthnor were able to return to their previous labour, producing ore for the smelters in Aborium and Morganna. But perhaps Analivia had only meant they would keep a winter residence at Obernewtyn, when the orchards were under a blanket of snow.
Dismissing the matter, I asked Fian about the gypsies Aras had mentioned.
‘I dinna see them,’ he said regretfully. ‘But Fedan told me they’d set up camp near th’ memorial th’ Twentyfamilies erected to honour those that fell when Malik betrayed us. He said th’ woman drivin’ the wagon had two different-coloured eyes. Garth says it must be that halfbreed gypsy you rescued.’
I nodded. ‘I expect so. Did Fedan ask why they came up to the White Valley?’
Fian shook his head.
‘Well then, I might ride down and find out for myself when the weather clears a bit.’
He gave me a quizzical look that made me realise I had spoken my thoughts aloud but, rather than explain, I took out the rubbing I had made of the markings on the stone sword and handed it to Fian without a word. Like any good teknoguilder, he immediately forgot his meal, pushing the food away so that he could examine the parchment. After a moment he looked up at me curiously to ask what the markings were.
‘On a stone form,’ I said. ‘It looks like gadi script and that made me think of you.’
‘It might be, but it is so ornately drawn it is hard to make out,’ Fian muttered, all but putting his nose to the paper.
‘Keep it and look it over at your leisure,’ I said, striving to sound careless. ‘I would be interested to know what it means, if it means anything.’ I rose and bade him give my greetings to his master, and tell him that I would come down to see the new Teknoguildhouse in a day or so. Then I took a slice of buttered bread and set off for the Farseekers hall.
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The rain stopped mid afternoon and the clouds parted in the early evening, making way for a beautiful clear golden dusk, but in the end, Bruna did not leave Obernewtyn until the following afternoon, when black rain clouds had closed over the sky again. The healer who had examined Domina had recommended a day of rest and a poultice, saying the mare had not done much more than graze her knees but it was better to err on the side of caution with horses. Alad told me later that Zade had offered to carry Bruna to the lowlands, but the tribeswoman had refused. She had put the poultice prepared by the healer onto the mare’s knees herself and then she spent the remainder of the afternoon honing her fingerspeaking skills with the help of Louis Larkin and his cows.
The old unTalent had become a master of the art of fingerspeech to compensate for the fact that he had no beastspeaking Talent, and in truth he had become so subtle and canny at this form of communication that it was impossible not to think of him as a beastspeaker. Alad often said Louis had such empathy for beasts that it was a Talent in itself, and that this was what made his fingerspeech so rich and subtle.
That evening, Bruna returned to the house in the brief bright dusk to eat, and after the empath musicians had performed their customary three songs, she sang a chant song about the journey made by her ancestors to the desert lands. Within the song was a tale of the laying to rest in the earth of an old woman in a dark fragrant grove of spice bushes growing in a fold at the foot of the great escarpment that reared up behind the desert lands. It made me think of Bruna’s message from the overguardian of the Earthtemple about Straaka’s bones needing to be laid to rest and I guessed she had chosen the chant to reiterate her words. Later, when the sun had set and we had shifted our chairs to the fire to talk, I asked after Ahmedri. I wanted to know if he had the slow, serious charm of his soft-spoken brother, but Bruna merely told me that he had remained on the farm and would likely do so for the length of his stay, to be close to his horse.
It was only as she was departing the following day, with black clouds shifting and emitting surly glimmers of lightning, that I had my first sight of the tribesman who was to guest with us. He had come up with the other tribesman from the farm to farewell his companions. He was taller than Straaka and more slender of build, less handsome in his features, I thought, but it might only have been the closed look to his face and the tightness of his mouth when he spoke, as if he resented having to offer any words. Bruna introduced him to me as Straaka’s brother.
‘Halfbrother.’ Ahmedri corrected her so sharply that I was taken aback but she seemed oblivious to his manner. No doubt she was preoccupied by thoughts of her coming reunion with Dardelan. Despite his unprepossessing manner, Ahmedri acceded willingly enough to my request that he keep the details of his errand to himself, in particular the fact that Straaka’s spirit was supposed to seek mine out. He even agreed to ride out often enough to preserve the fiction that he was seeking Straaka’s bones. But in reality, he added sternly, he would be waiting for me to learn the whereabouts of Miryum. He did not use Miryum’s name. He spoke of her as the woman. His lips curled in distaste when he said it, making me wonder if it was the fact that she was not Sadorian or something else that made him dislike a woman he had never met.
I had the urge to ask why Straaka’s spirit could not simply tell him where his bones were, leaving Miryum and me out of it, yet it seemed absurd to speak of Straaka as if he were not dead. I told myself the matter would be over as soon as I dreamed of what had become of Straaka and Miryum, but I could not help wondering what the tribesman would do if the dream did not come before the four ships departed for the Red Land.
Bruna and the other tribesman rode off, and I lifted my hand in farewell before turning to Ahmedri. I had wanted to tell him about asking the Futuretell guildmistress to scry for Miryum but he had already turned on his heel and was striding along the path that would bring him through the sodden tents that had been set up. Ceirwan had told me half of them had collapsed in the night and it was unlikely any of them would have the chance to dry before the moon fair if the rain did not let up. There was already talk of using some of the barns to house visitors. In their easygoing way, the cows had offered to sleep out in the fields so that the funaga visitors could sleep dry, for it was not cold. Cows were essentially kindly creatures and I wondered how many of the unTalents that regretted no longer being able to pen and slaughter them for meat would be as disgruntled if they took the time to get to know some cows.
It had begun to rain again and it would not be long before yet another storm reached Obernewtyn. I sighed, glanced at the lowering sky and went back inside, turning my thoughts to the Futuretell dream-book that had arrived with Maryon’s missive that morning. Unfortunately, neither she nor anyone else in her guild had been able to come up with a futuretelling that revealed the whereabouts of Miryum, but she had scribed that they would continue their efforts. She had gone on to draw my attention to a marker she had put in one page of the dream-book, where I found a dream entry that described Miryum as lying pale and clean and utterly still on a white table, her arms alongside her body. The dreamer had scribed that she thought Miryum was laid out for burial, but I had been struck at once by the similarities with my own fragmentary dream of Cassy Duprey lying on her white bed. Of course it was only a coincidence since there could not possibly be any connection between two women who had lived at such different times.
In truth, the mystery of Miryum’s whereabouts held my mind less than maybe it ought to have done, because Maryon had concluded her missive by saying that she had not had any more success in scrying for Maruman than the two beastspeaking futuretellers she had assigned the task.
Several days passed after the departure of the Sadorians, in which rain fell without surcease, turning paths and lawns into a muddy brown bog and causing endless difficulties on the farms. Inside the house, the greater guildhalls and long corridors grew damp and chilly, and people hurried from one warmed chamber to another only when they had no choice, wrapped up in shawls and waxed cloaks. I spent most of my time in my chamber poring over the various dream-books, which Sarn sent up for me to look at when she and the others assigned to the task of combing through them had finished. I was not looking for information about the Red Land, but for entries that might refer obliquely to Miryum or even to Dragon or Maruman, inspired by the dream Maryon had marked for me in the Futuretell journal. But so far I had found nothing.
We held all meetings in the kitchens, partly for warmth and partly because most of them concerned arrangements for the looming moon fair or the gathering of provisions for the coming expedition to the Red Land, and so required the kitchen master’s presence. We needed to ensure there was enough food left to last those at Obernewtyn through the coming wintertime, after the supplies we had promised for the expedition had been sent to Sutrium to be stored in warehouses before the voyage. The meetings also concerned the preparation of clothes, medicines and weapons for those who would take part in the expedition, and there were the usual numerous domestic matters concerning the running of Obernewtyn and its farms which needed attention. The long meetings strained the patience of the temperamental kitchen master, and meals suffered as a consequence, save those cooked when Freya had been in to do some baking.
Nor was there much news to brighten our spirits. There were messages from the White Valley saying that the Suggredoon had burst its banks and that the waters were so high that it was impossible to get into Newrome. Hannay returned with a missive from Rushton informing me that Dameon had left for the west coast before my message reached him, which I gathered meant it had not been delivered. I asked Hannay why the empath would had gone to the west when he ought to have been getting ready to return to Obernewtyn for the moon fair, and was told he had been summoned by Dell to Oldhaven. Since Rushton had made no mention of the summons, I guessed Dell had not seen fit to tell Dameon why she wanted him.
The news depressed me for Angina’s sake, as both he and his sister continued their decline, but on another level the terseness of the missive from Rushton roused ugly doubts in me. Rushton had never been a man to say two words where one would do, but the stiffness and lack of emotion in his note was so much at odds with the passionate tenderness of our parting in Sador that I was beginning to fear I had been mistaken to leave him so soon after he had remembered the hurts done to him by Ariel. Perhaps I had given his battered mind reason enough to decide I had never loved him, even as Ariel had tried to make him believe. The thought that Rushton might turn from me again made me feel physically sick, and yet what else could I have done? Maruman had insisted the Agyllians wanted me to return to Obernewtyn and I had obeyed.
Yet it seemed I was required to do nothing but wait.
One night, after visiting the Healing Hall to gaze helplessly at Angina and Miky under the imploring gaze of Hannay, I went back to my bedchamber and trimmed the wick of a fresh candle so that I could work my way through a pile of coercer dream-books which Tomash had brought up earlier that evening. I had assigned him, and the older woman, Wila, to work with Sarn on the task of producing a book of information about the Red Land. There was a note from Wila inside the first page of the top journal, directing me to a pair of fragmentary dreams that referred to Straaka, saying that it was the only mention of him or Miryum she had found. I had asked the threesome to make note of any mention of Straaka in the dream entries. I did not have to explain my interest since by now everyone at Obernewtyn knew that Ahmedri was on a quest to retrieve his brother’s bones.
I read the entries Wila had flagged, both of which had been penned several months after Miryum’s disappearance. Both dreams had the tribesman walking across desert lands and I guessed they had been sparked by the stories Straaka had been wont to tell of his homeland. His tales had always been full of his love for the desert, and the tribesman had possessed a gift for storytelling that made those who heard him remember his words.
It saddened me anew to think that the tribesman had never returned to his home after leaving it to seek Miryum. His love for the coercer had cost him dearly. Wila noted that these were the only mentions of Straaka and I was puzzled by this as well as by the fact that there were no dreams of Miryum, for those of the guild to which a person belonged were more likely than any other guild to dream of them, especially in the wake of a dramatic disappearance. That was why members of my own guild tended to dream more than any other guild of the farseeker Matthew.
I sat bolt upright and slapped my forehead, cursing myself for a fool, for Straaka had not spent his time at Obernewtyn with coercers any more than Miryum had done! Both of them had spent their time with the coercer-knights, for by the time the tribesman had come to Obernewtyn, Miryum had been all but mistress of the de facto guild. Since that guild gave its direct allegiance to the master of Obernewtyn, I was suddenly sure that the knights had given up recording their dreams in the Coercer dream-book. I would have marched off to ask Linnet there and then if it had not been so late. As it was I sent the little lad who brought up my breakfast the next morning scurrying off at once to summon the leader of the coercer-knights.
Linnet did not arrive until the evening, explaining that she had been down on the farms for the day helping to harvest crops that were like to rot in the endless rain. She immediately confirmed that the coercer-knights did not scribe of their dreams in the Coercer dream-book. I was about to tell her to go back and have her knights scribe every dream they could recall of Miryum or Straaka when Linnet added that the coercer-knights kept their own guild journal and dream-book.
‘I never submitted it to Gevan because I was not sure of the protocol. The coercer-knights are still officially part of the Coercer guild,’ she explained, adding that she had assumed Maryon would ask for the journals if she needed to cast her eyes over them for her dream maps. It had not occurred to her that Maryon would assume, as I had done, that the coercer-knights were recording their dreams in the Coercer dream-book. Their absence had not been noticed because dreams were largely anonymously scribed.
Contrite and sheepish, Linnet offered to take the Coercer-knights dream-books to Maryon at once, but I bade her have them sent to me instead. Once I had read through them, I would see that they were delivered to the Futuretellers hall. Later that night, the books were delivered by a young woman I had never met, who introduced herself as Hilda and told me shyly that she had come with the group of children and young people from Oldhaven. They would train all winter and most were resolved to return to Oldhaven in the spring, but she wanted to be a coercer-knight and so must remain at Obernewtyn.
‘You know that the coercer-knights are not a guild,’ I said.
She nodded. ‘Mistress Linnet told me the matter of choosing to be a coercer-knight would have to be taken up at guildmerge, since the knights are not officially separate from the Coercer guild.’
I agreed that it was so, and wondered if our conversation that morning had prompted Linnet to do something about the status of the coercer-knights once and for all, or if it was Hilda’s approach that had sealed the matter. The use of the young woman to bring me this message was a clear announcement that she meant to force guildmerge to address the question of the coercer-knights being established as a separate guild. It was something I and the other guildmasters and mistresses had been resisting ever since the coercer-knights had first separated themselves from the Coercer guild. We had suggested the knights serve Rushton originally, in the hope that they would eventually become reconciled to their former guild. But the knights had proven themselves an important and useful independent resource to the master of Obernewtyn, and rather than returning to the fold of the Coercer guild, they had become more and more independent in their activities and philosophies.
Therefore why not allow them to be a separate guild? That would be Linnet’s argument, and in truth I could not find any real reason to refuse her. Gevan would oppose the proposal of course, claiming that any coercer who joined the knights was lost to his own guild, but I thought I would probably vote aye if it came to it.
The fact that Linnet would take such a step also meant that she was beginning to accept that Miryum’s absence might be permanent. She simply could not imagine Miryum being taken prisoner, let alone being held for months on end. Her doubt aligned with my own, and with the fact that the futuretellers had still not seen the missing woman in their scrying. Yet, unlike Linnet, I could not so easily dismiss Bruna’s message from the overguardian of the Earthtemple. But perhaps the most likely thing was that Bruna had misunderstood the overguardian’s message as Maryon and Ceirwan had suggested, and I would dream of Miryum, and in this way learn what had happened to her and to Straaka’s bones.
I had questioned Linnet at length that morning about her search for her mistress, and the coercer-knight had reiterated that she and her fellows had found nothing but a faint trail in the White Valley leading towards the mountains. When asked to speculate on who might have taken Miryum and be holding her captive, she had finally said the only ones who might have done it were the bands of robbers and thugs that patrolled the main road through the Land, whose ranks had been swelled by renegade, Misfit-hating Herders and soldierguards. But she had added that, until very recently, their activities had been confined to the upper lowlands and there was nothing to suggest Miryum had gone in that direction. Besides, even if a group of this kind had chanced to be in the highlands and had taken Miryum prisoner, they would either have ransomed the coercer-knight to us or killed her outright as a loathed Misfit.
I opened the first Coercer-knights dream-book and skimmed through entries until I came to one that described a muscular, dark-haired woman lying still and white as if in a coma. The dreamer speculated that the woman might have been dead had not her lashes flickered and her eyes moved restlessly under the lids. The entry ended with the observation that it was very strange to dream of a person dreaming. The dreamer had not named Miryum, but it was too similar to the dream from the Coercers’ dream-book, which did name her, for it not to be her.
Several pages later I found three entries describing a dark man crossing desert lands. All of these dreams appeared to have occurred in a single night, though they were clearly scribed by different people. The central figure of the dreams was undoubtedly Straaka, though none of the dreamers named him. Another dream several pages on described a strong, dark-haired woman dragging a man on a travois. Although the faces in the dream were described as indistinct, the dreamer concluded that the woman was almost certainly Mistress Miryum and the man Straaka. The same hand, a few pages later, recorded a dream of Miryum toiling across steep, rocky terrain, a tall lean man striding along beside her. The man was described as being made of smoke, with a rope running from him to Miryum. The description gave me a nasty start, for a spirit link between two people did look like a rope, though it was only visible to spirit-eyes.
I read on until I came to a memory-dream in which Straaka was explaining the tribes’ belief that all crime was theft; theft of property, of reputation, of life or of love. The dreamer had a gift for description and reading the entry, I seemed to see Straaka’s dark, handsome face lit by firelight as he spoke in his deep, soft voice. The same dreamer reported a second dream of Straaka on the same night. In it the tribesman was again formed of smoke, but this time he was leaning over an unconscious and obviously ill Miryum, his face full of grief and longing. The dreamer observed that the second dream appeared to be a reversal of reality, since it ought to have been Miryum leaning over Straaka’s body.
I read through all of the dream-books without finding any other references to Miryum or Straaka that were not connected to their time at Obernewtyn. Closing the last book, I reflected that most of the significant entries had been made at the beginning of the dream-book in the months following Miryum’s disappearance, but none had given the slightest hint as to what had become of them.
As I undressed and climbed into bed, I thought of the descriptions of Miryum lying down with her eyes closed. Linnet had trouble believing the coercer could be a captive because Miryum was a powerful coercer as well as being skilled in the use of weapons and in the use of her own body as a weapon. But what if she had been wounded and had been unable to use her Misfit powers? If so, her captors might not even know that she was a Misfit.
Outside, it began to rain again and I thought of Maruman and hoped the old cat had somewhere warm and dry to sleep. Gradually fatigue flowed over me in a soft, unstoppable tide and I sank to the level of the mind where memories floated and wavered like waterweeds and fish at the bottom of a deep pond. Before I could summon the will to shield myself, I was absorbed by a memory-dream of the cul-de-sac in the White Valley where we had led a horde of soldierguards to what Malik had told us would be a benevolent trap.
The memory had been stirred to life by my thoughts about the past, I realised dimly, but instead of trying to pull free of it, I rode passively in my remembered self, knowing I would see more in this way than by withdrawing to watch the dream from without. I felt my unease as I waited for the rebel Malik to reveal himself as had been agreed, and order our pursuers to lay down their weapons.
I felt myself stretch out a probe, searching for Malik and his men. I could sense blocked minds and wondered why the rebels did not reveal themselves. I had not known it then, but Malik and his armsmen were wearing demon bands to prevent our being able to enter their minds. The soldierguards we had lured into the clearing were no less confused to discover that they had been pursuing young people and children instead of the hardened rebels they had expected. But I watched their faces change as they remembered that, for all our youth, we were Misfits.
With a feeling of terrible dreamy helplessness, I watched the soldierguards nocking arrows and unsheathing swords and knives, and then horses arrayed themselves as a living barrier. Of course the soldierguards had assumed we were coercing the horses, and it had only increased their superstitious fear of us. Certain we were about to command the horses to trample them, their leader signalled and a volley of arrows flew. Even though I knew the tragedy was long past, my heart reared in agony as one horse after another was hit and several fell screaming while others plunged and bucked in pain.
Then Angina, who had been unable to bear the massacre, stepped out to protest the innocence of the beasts.
I watched the young empath crumple when an arrow struck him, the shock I had felt then intensified by my knowledge of what had come of the wound. I noticed that the soldierguard who had shot him went to lean down over the boy, but my remembered self was already turning away. Then I saw Straaka throw himself in front of Miryum and heard the guttural grunt of pain as the arrow meant for her bedded itself in the tribesman’s chest. As he fell the coercer caught him in her arms, but his weight bore her to her knees. Her face was ashen and I saw in that moment, as my remembered self had not, that Miryum had loved Straaka after all. Her expression told me that she had not known it until that moment and I wondered if it was not the tragedy of this belated realisation of love that had overborne her mind and made her run with the tribesman’s body.
The dream memory faded into a darkness in which I heard the mournful howling of wolves, which carried me into another dream memory.
I had been forking hay in the cow barn for Louis Larkin, with the dog Sharna, who had been my first beastfriend at Obernewtyn, when Ariel’s poor caged wolves had suddenly begun to howl.
‘What do they say?’ I asked Sharna, for, having lived in the wild, he had the knack of understanding the thick complex voices of wild beasts better than I.
‘Their calls are songs of madness. But there is a kind of beauty in them and even a strange wisdom.’
‘I wish we could free them,’ I said fiercely.
‘Free them we might, for so did my own dam free some of the caged wolves before she took to the wild and bore me.’
‘But the cages …’
‘Were different then,’ Sharna said. ‘Teeth could chew, noses could push.’
‘Your mother lived here before you were born?’ I asked, fascinated.
‘She did. She was young when she freed the wolves, a male and a female from the same litter,’ Sharna said. ‘She and the rest of her litter were locked in with the young wolves soon after they were brought to the barud. It was hoped that this would soften the wolf cubs and make them easier to control, but they killed two male pups and they would have killed my mother if she had not been female.’
‘Yet still she freed the wolves?’
‘After she was taken from the cage. It was a bitter winter, she said, and wolves had come down from the high mountains to hunt. Night after night she heard the caged wolves calling to them and she could not bear their yearning. She gnawed through the bindings and pushed until the door could open. All but the two were killed escaping and my mother was badly hurt. Luckily the funaga thought she had been trying to attack the wolves and she was not punished. But the wolf song had sung itself into her, and she could not stomach to be where the funaga were. So she left the barud.’ Sharna looked at me. ‘My mother was not a wild wolf but she was clever and she survived. I was born wild, but the mad halfwolves we hear would perish if we freed them, for all they are wild, for they have no mind left.’
‘Why did you come back to Obernewtyn?’ I asked, curious, but the dream fell into darkness and I felt it shift, then I was standing in a narrow passage without lantern or window. It was too dark to see so I groped my way forward, grimacing when I put my hands into a net of webs and felt the soft stickiness of the strands. The air was dry and dusty and I stifled the urge to cough as I passed along the passage. Then I saw light ahead, and felt the feathery cold touch of a breeze.
I moved forward more eagerly, only to hear a muffled growl.
‘I will distract them,’ Sharna’s voice spoke in my mind, and all at once I understood what I was remembering.
‘No!’ I cried out along with my memory self, knowing he meant to engage Ariel’s mad wolves so that I could slip by them unharmed. I grieved at the knowledge that the maddened beasts were already tearing at Sharna, killing him, even as my remembered self ran across the courtyard, praying he would get away. My memory self hurled her body into the pipe Rushton had described, and began to crawl, weeping wildly at the sudden devastating awareness that Sharna was sacrificing himself for her.
Reliving the horror and sorrow I had felt as I heard the sounds of the brief battle, I was struck by the injustice of the fact that Sharna had been killed by wolves when his mother had near died trying to save wolves. But Sharna had not sacrificed himself for the wolves, nor even, as I had believed at the time, for his friend Elspeth. He had given his life because he had believed, as so many beasts did, that I was destined to free beasts from human dominance. That he had loved me and wanted to protect me even at the cost of his own life, I did not doubt, but Sharna had also believed that he was protecting the saviour of all beasts. I wanted to scream out to the dog that it was a lie, that this was something the Agyllians had concocted to make him and other animals serve and protect me. But another part of me knew that if I did not live to complete my quest to find and destroy Sentinel, then a second holocaust would come and this time all life would end. Every beast and bird and fish would die, as well as every human.
And so I served beasts as much as humans by my quest, no matter how many lies had been told.
‘Oh Sharna,’ I whispered as the dream-memory frayed and thinned about me. ‘I cannot rid beasts of humans but maybe, if I succeed, I can win us time enough to understand that we are no more or less important than any other species.’
As the last drifts of the dream dissolved, I gathered my wits and constructed a shield to prevent myself being absorbed by any other memories that floated about me, but before it was complete a nightmare enfolded me.
I found myself walking over boggy ground that sucked at my heels, heavy rain like a veil obscuring everything save the sodden earth beneath my feet. I could feel that the ground sloped up, so I headed in that direction, thinking to find drier ground, but paradoxically the ground grew softer and more boggy. All at once I sank up to my knees. Feeling the moist suck of the earth at my bare legs gave me the horrible feeling that the ground was trying to swallow me. I tried to get my feet out but my struggles only made me sink deeper and I began to panic. I sank very quickly and when the wet mud reached my chest, I threw out my arms and dug my fingernails into the wet devouring earth trying to slow the process, but I could get no purchase on it.
When the mud reached my chin, I screamed and the nightmare split open. Rather than rebuilding the shield, I dived strongly downward, passing through the realm of memories into the dark strangeness of my deep subconscious. Below, I saw the silvery thread of the mindstream that runs beneath all minds. From that stream, all minds come and at the end of life they return to it with all of their memories and experiences.
I went deeper, wondering suddenly if the overguardian’s message meant that I was to come here and try to draw out one of Straaka’s memories as a past-dream, which would show me what had become of Miryum. I was close enough to the wide and dazzling rush of etheric silver to hear its mesmerising siren song. The pull to merge was strong as ever, but I had resisted its lure enough times over the years not to fear my will being overthrown while I was this close. Yet I could not believe that a spirit severed from its body could resist that sweet summons.
I reached the point where the pull to merge with the mindstream equalled the pull to rise to consciousness and relaxed, letting myself hang in balance. I had done this many times since discovering it was possible, for it allowed me to remain close to the mindstream for a considerable time without the need to pour energy into fighting the pull to consciousness or to the mindstream. I had learned to love the stillness and intensity of lying passive in the grip of opposing forces and it occurred to me that, in a sense, I was surrendering to both life and death.
An enormous bubble of silvery dream matter rose up from the mindstream and, praying it would be a memory-dream of Straaka’s, I made no attempt to evade it.
I saw Cassy turn into the white, brightly lit, unblemished perfection of a Beforetime passage, broken at regular intervals by closed doors. She looked much the same age as when I had last dreamed of her, save that her long dark hair had been cropped startlingly short. This told me the dream was occurring later than any other dream I had ever had of the Beforetime girl, for I had never seen her with short hair. Only as she came closer did I see that she was carrying something carefully in both hands.
Suddenly a door opened in the hall and the grey-haired man who stepped out glared at Cassy.
‘What are you doing here?’ he demanded. ‘This corridor is off limits to visitors.’
‘I’m bringing some coffee to Doktaruth,’ Cassy said, smiling brightly at him. ‘I’m supposed to find the stasis-lab …’
‘Intern, eh?’ the man said, his face clearing. He pointed towards me. ‘Two corridors down, take the first door on the right.’ Without waiting for her to respond, he turned on his heel and marched off in the other direction.
Cassy looked relieved and continued. I followed her, though I had no sense of walking or of my own body. It seemed to me that she was following the man’s instructions until she stopped, balanced the paper cylinder she carried in one hand and pressed the other to a small white panel on a door. It was opened by an older, mannish-looking woman in a white coat, whom I recognised from other past-dreams as a Beforetime teknoguilder. She looked taken aback to see Cassy, but not angry.
‘You know you are not supposed to be in this section, Cassandra.’
‘I wanted to borrow that book you were telling me about,’ Cassy said, sounding so eager and girlish that I was immediately suspicious.
The other woman looked contrite. ‘Oh, I am sorry. I was going to bring it but there has been so much going on, I couldn’t get away.’
‘I got your sending. I thought I would bring you a coffee and get the book at the same time.’ She looked around and said with a wicked grin, ‘I borrowed my father’s spare access card to get through security.’
‘Cassandra! If someone finds out that you stole the director’s card …’
‘They won’t, Doktaruth, and if they do, I will tell them it was all my idea. What will they do to me, after all? It’s not like I’m some terrorist. Here, take the coffee before it gets cold.’
The older woman took the cylinder and removed the top to sniff appreciatively at the steam that came curling up from a muddy brown froth. ‘I wish I could invite you in to have a look at the lab but if I did, the security cams would record you. Fortunately the ones in the corridors are low-level automats and won’t be examined unless there is some sort of trouble. But all lab monitor footage is scrutinised.’
‘I thought you said your work here was not important,’ Cassy said.
‘It is protocol for all lab cam footage to be examined. And they’ll be keeping tabs on the workers installing the new cryosleep pods,’ said Doktaruth. ‘Also, things have been happening that might make my work a little more important than it has been. Let’s go into my office for a moment. It’s no more than a glorified cupboard but there is a stool you can sit on without us having to worry about the cams. I have the book in there as well as another you might enjoy.’ She ushered Cassy into a tiny white room with a chair, a desk and a stool. One wall was covered in shelves bowed under the weight of books and Cassy stared at them in open-mouthed astonishment.
‘You said you collected antique books but I didn’t imagine you had so many!’
Doktaruth flushed with pleasure. ‘Fortunately antique books on obsolete cryogenic research are not highly prized so I can afford to collect them. Most of them are simply curios, of course, since the research back then was heading for a dead end. But the books I want to lend you are on memory seeds. Do you have a palmscreen? I can lend you one if you haven’t. Mine might have better resolution for the charts.’ She spent a moment rummaging and then presented Cassy with two small devices and a rectangular sheet of dark glass or plast. The girl slipped them into her bag with a smile and then withdrew a flat, slim parcel with a little flourish. ‘Speaking of antique books, you said it was your birthday last week and I wanted to give you this. I got it at a street market in Inva. A friend of mine once said all scientists should read poetry to stay in touch with the real world and themselves.’
Doktaruth set aside the drink and took the slim book reverently. Opening it carefully, she read a few lines, before looking up. ‘It is magnificent. But the price must have been prohibitive.’
Cassy shook her head. ‘Fortunately the old lady I bought it from thought books made of paper were nasty, unhygienic things and she was glad to be rid of it.’
‘Unhygienic!’ said Doktaruth incredulously. Then she looked back down at the book. ‘You know, I never read poetry. It was always science for me. Sappho. I don’t know the name. A modern?’
‘An ancient and a woman,’ Cassy said. ‘She never actually wrote down her poetry because back then it was all performed. These are fragments that were recorded by people who heard her. They were collected like this when writing became the fashion, and after people recognised how special she was …’
The older woman laughed. ‘You give me hope. Perhaps the new interest in my work means that it will be valued in the future even as the work of this Sappho. Cassandra, I am really touched by your desire to introduce a dry-as-dust scientist to poetry.’
‘I don’t think you are dry as dust,’ Cassy said and there was a ring of sincerity in her voice that made me believe that she genuinely liked and respected the gruff older woman. But there was something else in her tone when, after a slight hesitation, she said, ‘Besides, the more time I spend with you, the more I realise that there is poetry in science too. I mean, your Eden Project …’ She stopped and then went on diffidently, ‘I was hoping I could persuade you to let me see some of the animals.’
The older woman shook her head. ‘Even if the cams were not operating, I’m afraid you’d be out of luck. All of the test animals are gone.’
Cassy swallowed and looked aghast. ‘Gone?’
The other woman laughed. ‘I should have said, the experimental pods have been relocated with their subjects intact to the Eden Facility. You know, of course, that all of the projects here are in developmental phases. If they are successful, they are put into practice in one way or another out in the real world. The government may not see much value in putting animals into suspended animation, but it seems someone has decided the process will have significant public-relations benefits. They even like the name. It seems Erlinder was right to suggest the Eden Project.’ She smiled at Cassy. ‘I thought it was unscientific, but the spinners think it sounds romantic and optimistic. Their use of such words is incredible given how pragmatic and pessimistic their breed is. But I don’t care what they call it so long as the government sets aside funds to allow its work to continue. In fact the whole reason for shifting the pods is because the government wants me to move into the next experimental phase of my research.’ For a moment she looked troubled.
‘Did you … send the flamebirds to the Eden Facility?’ asked Cassy, making a visible effort to seem nonchalant.
Doktaruth gave her a sympathetic look. ‘Only the two that were put into cryosleep pods at the suggestion of Petr Masterton. I think he saw them as no more than the product of a failed experiment that could be useful. But he could not say so after all the publicity about flamebirds being virtually extinct got into the feeds.’ She gave a small grimace. ‘Naturally once the public learned there were flamebirds here being experimented on, there was a huge outcry. The government explained that it was because they were in danger of extinction that experiments had been conducted. Not a mention of them wanting to find out if paranormal abilities could be stimulated in the flamebirds because of their unusual cortex structure. The spinners claimed that the multiple brain tumours that killed off so many birds were the reason for the experimentation, not the result of it. Which stopped anyone pointing out that if the government had not taken so many flamebirds from the wild in the first place, they would never have been in danger of extinction. Anyone trying to poke into it was shown your drawings, which were presented as symbolic of the genuine concern the government has for such rare and irreplaceable creatures …’
Cassy flinched and the older woman looked contrite. ‘I’m sorry, you told me most of this yourself. And of course you are bitter that your work was put to such use by those whose sole interest is in hiding the truth. But think of this, it was because of the quality of your art that the government got so much attention when they proclaimed themselves concerned and caring, which meant they had to be seen to be so. Hence the remaining pair of flamebirds that were put into the sleep pods were sent to the Eden Facility, despite the policy of only installing healthy breeding specimens. Without your drawings, they would simply have been destroyed.’
‘What about the other one?’ Cassy asked urgently.
‘It is to be kept here with other control subjects and put into cryosleep for varied periods, revived and then tested. We have very little research data on the long-term effects of stasis on the minds and bodies of living organisms, and we will need it to ensure that the creatures frozen can be revived safely. I would have argued to exempt the flamebird, since it is the last of its kind as far as we know, but the periods of frozen sleep will actually prolong its life. Of course, at some point we are going to have to put it in full, open-ended cryosleep, or it will die of its tumours. When that happens, I promise I will ensure that it is transferred to the Eden Facility.’
‘Will you go there?’ Cassy asked.
Doktaruth shook her head. ‘Erlinder will live there with a team and continue to collect and store genetic material. That is his main area of interest. He is building a computer program that will tend the cryosleep pods, so that he can focus on collection of data. I need to remain here to supervise the next stage of the project.’
Again the older woman looked uneasy, which Cassy must this time have noticed, for she asked, ‘What is the next stage of your program? You said before that more pods were being installed.’
The older woman nodded. ‘They are a good deal larger than the old pods because the next stage of my research will be conducted on human subjects. They will be volunteers with life-threatening illnesses, but I am not happy to be progressing so swiftly. We did a good deal of experimentation on the effects of short-term cryosleep on mice and birds and more recently on monkeys and pigs, and we were able to awaken all of our test subjects without physical harm, but it is impossible to accurately assess the effect of cryosleep on their brains and on their minds, and there is no way to measure its effect on anything over a period beyond ten years. That is the longest we have had an animal in stasis and that was a rat. It lived to a ripe old age. The nearest to human was a monkey called Herod. He was put into cryosleep for just over seven years, and he woke fine, but he died of an embolism about six months later. We don’t know if that was the result of the stasis or natural causes.’
‘So all of the animals and birds you sent to Eden …’
‘Will be able to be revived in the short term, but beyond that we can’t truly know,’ Doktaruth said. ‘Of course, the idea is that the animals will be awakened and replaced every ten years, except for an animal whose species goes extinct. And we will be constantly monitoring the process and improving the science and technology of cryosleep so that the safe periods will grow longer.’
Cassy said rather abruptly, ‘I don’t suppose I could look at the last flamebird one more time.’
The older woman laughed. ‘If it were up to me, Cassandra, I would let you pet the bird to your heart’s content. But it is being kept in the live animal enclosure, and I need my security pass to enter it. That pass of your father’s would get you in, but your visit would be recorded and all hell would break loose. I promise, when they bring the bird to me, I will send word and you can come and see it.’
‘You promise?’ Cassy asked urgently, looking suddenly younger.
Doktaruth gave her a pitying look. ‘You are not responsible for what they have done to these birds just because you painted them.’
‘I know … it had to be this way, I know,’ Cassy said distractedly.
It must have sounded as odd to the older woman as it did to me, for she gave Cassy a searching look, then she said, ‘I will see if I can get the bird here sooner. Say I have some tests to run. It might not be too difficult this week, with all the fuss around the completed Sentinel program being uplinked to the Balance of Terror arsenal for the first time. All the top government people from the five powers will be here for it, not to mention the spinners and the press. There will be so much additional security that we won’t be able to take a step near the thing without being interrogated, but the rest of our projects ought to be under less scrutiny than usual. Of course they will watch strangers like hawks, but you and I do not fall into that category.’
Cassy looked taken aback. ‘I hadn’t realised they were going to link Sentinel to the Balance of Terror weapons. I thought it was just a ceremony about the completion of the project.’
‘Oh, don’t look so worried,’ Doktaruth laughed. ‘The uplink will only be partial because a complete link would lock us humans out of the loop. But after a barrage of tests – and assuming they are successful – the development phase will be at an end and the program will be installed in a permanent terminal in a remote high-security facility. Then a full uplink to the BOT computers will be established. But speaking of security, I think you have been here long enough. I don’t want Lei to come sauntering in and see you.’ She glanced down at the small bracelet on her wrist. ‘I will walk you back to the cafeteria and grab a sandwich. I haven’t eaten since breakfast and I can use my pass to get you out.’
As they walked down the passage together, Cassy asked, ‘Do you think it is the right thing to do, putting all of those weapons in the hands of a computer program?’
‘I think, given the number of so-called accidents that are said to be the result of human error, that we can’t afford not to put those weapons in better hands. Sentinel is the most sophisticated and intelligently responsive computer program ever devised. It goes way beyond the information-gathering and learning capacity of the Ines program that revolutionised technology all over the world in the last century. It is said to be the first computer program with the capacity for true intellectual development.’
‘And you think that will stop the powers being aggressive to one another?’ Cassy asked.
The other woman frowned. ‘If the threat of destruction inherent in the Balance of Terror arsenal is not enough to stop us then maybe we will deserve Sentinel’s response.’
‘What about plants and animals and insects? Will they deserve it?’
The other woman gave her a quick, sympathetic look. ‘The Eden Project was set up to ensure that any species that dies out can be brought back. For the last few years, Erlinder has even been collecting habitat samples so that the original habitat of any reanimated creature can be re-established. People like Erlinder and I never have the power of ultimate life and death, you see. We are not the ones who use weapons, though we might be involved in the work that goes into their creation. We don’t have much say over how our research is used and the only real control we have is to refuse to take part in a project. Think of it as equivalent to being a painter who might choose not to paint if she cannot choose where her work will hang. I choose to paint, rather than not to paint. I guess what I am saying is that I can’t see the point in having an opinion about the morality of something like Sentinel, over which I have no power. I do what I do as best I can and take comfort from the fact that even if humans do die out, Eden will retain the potential for animals and plants to regenerate.’
‘And if there is no one left alive to bring them back?’
‘Theoretically the computer program that will monitor the pods will be capable of restoring the habitats and waking the animals without human input. Of course, right now, there is no program at Eden sophisticated enough to do that, but Erlinder’s sister has been working on the Sentinel Project, and according to her, its program is complex enough to instruct the Eden computers to wake the sleepers, which means that the capability does exist. It is not an outlandish notion to think of linking the two, after all, especially if, as rumour has it, the Sentinel Facility is to be located on the same continent as Eden. The trouble is that any link between the two facilities would have to be established at the same time as Sentinel is linked to the BOT program, because thereafter it will be inviolable and it is unlikely anyone connected to the Sentinel Project is going to want to hold off.’ She glanced at Cassy and smiled. ‘Just the same, Erlinder’s sister is in the process of writing a formal proposal to link the two facilities with a program that will enable Sentinel to watch over and, if necessary, to operate the Eden computers. She is calling it the Guardian Addendum – you know that was the name of the Sentinel Project originally?’
‘Guardian?’
‘The Guardian Project, but I suppose it sounded too passive,’ the other woman said drily.
Cassy frowned. ‘I feel like we just passed the ball by giving the responsibility to a computer program instead of trying to figure out how to handle ourselves better. Or, ideally, getting rid of weapons altogether.’
‘That was tried and tried and it just never worked. Either countries stockpiled weapons or they developed them in secret, each mistrusting the other’s avowals of disarmament,’ said Doktaruth.
The warm touch of a hand on my cheek brought me to consciousness so swiftly that I gasped. I opened my eyes to find Ceirwan bending over me, holding up a lantern.
‘I am sorry, Guildmistress. I tried to farseek ye but ye were too deeply asleep,’ the guilden said. ‘A host of riders has come through the pass an’ they are like to arrive shortly. It’s rainin’ hard an’ we only have this much warnin’ because Catrin was on her way down to relieve one of th’ watch an’ saw the riders in time to turn tail an’ ride back here. There are not so many, but if it is the gang of renegades that raided th’ store in Guanette a few days back, they might have more of the black powder they used to break open the storage doors.’
I got up and drew on my shawl, pushing my feet into my slippers. ‘If they do have black powder, some of the gang must be Hedra who escaped capture when Dardelan’s forces mopped up in Saithwold after Malik fell.’
‘Might be some of Malik’s men,’ Ceirwan conceded. ‘Remember Vos had barrels of it an’ I bet Malik had his own store as well. After he was taken, one of his men might have figured out where it was. There were five or six of them that dinna surrender to Dardelan’s armsmen.’
I glanced across to the window. It was too dark to see anything but I could hear the rain hammering down hard. I turned back to Ceirwan. ‘Go down and rouse Roland. I assume Catrin will have woken Gevan by now. Leave the futuretellers and empaths asleep if no one has got them up. There is no point in waking everyone until we know what we are dealing with. I’ll join you as soon as I am dressed.’
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Those waiting in the entrance hall held lanterns so that their shadows jerked and wavered, making it difficult to see their faces. It was hard to hear, too, with the constant rattle of rain. All the doors to the passage were open into the entrance foyer and cold draughts swept in from several directions, making me glad of the thick green gown I had belted over my nightdress, though I probably ought to have taken the time to change into trews and replait my hair, which had come unravelled in sleep.
‘Where are the coercers?’ I asked, when I reached Ceirwan.
‘Gevan is disposin’ them on the roof an’ in the upper balconies that face the entrance, poor sods,’ Ceirwan said.
‘The coercers are armed?’
‘Quivers and arrows and darts since they canna’ use their Talents in this curst rain, an’ poles are no use at a distance. They will not use them unless they must.’
‘Good, for these riders may not be enemies,’ I said.
He nodded. ‘I sent Aras to ask Louis an’ Alad to organise food an’ stable space for horses, an’ I sent Freya to warn Javo that porridge an’ toast might be in order,’ Ceirwan assured me. ‘We mun hope for the best an’ be prepared fer the worst.’
‘Let’s hope that we’re soon sitting down to firstmeal, and news,’ I said, somewhat taken aback at how readily we had gone from a state of peace to this anxious vigilance. Was it because, underneath all the optimism and hope of this new age of freedom, no Misfit could ever quite believe that the bad times were over?
‘Linnet is on her way here now,’ Ceirwan broke into my thoughts. ‘She bade me tell ye an escort of knights will accompany ye if ye gan out to greet th’ riders. Even if they are ruffians, they might want to parley.’
I sighed at the thought of a formal escort, but there was no use arguing, since the knights were sworn to protect the master of Obernewtyn and in Rushton’s absence that was me. At least having knights about me would ameliorate the bedraggled picture I was like to present trailing drenched skirts and straggling hair.
‘Ye could try to lure them inside with the offer of a fire an’ food but if they mean harm they are like to insist any parley take place in th’ rain,’ Ceirwan said.
‘You assume they will know that rain inhibits our Talents?’ I asked.
The guilden shrugged. ‘If there are Hedra among the riders, they did enough foul experimentin’ on our kind to ken everything about us.’ There was an edge to Ceirwan’s tone that reminded me of his horror when I had told him about Misfit children being reduced to mindless nulls by Ariel’s foul experiments in the Norselands.
‘Are we to have any warning that they have arrived?’ I asked.
The guilden nodded, saying the young farseeker novice Leander was stationed outside the door. The minute he saw the riders, he had instructions to rap on the door. I did not envy him or the coercers on the roof for it was a foul night, truly. Tucking my long trailing sleeves into my belt, I wondered if there was time enough to send for boots. My slippers would be ruined if I had to go out into the muddy wash that was the drive.
Linnet arrived and said without preamble, ‘I just saw Gevan. He says Declyn can see the riders and reckons their number at thirty. It’s impossible to tell if they have barrels of black powder but if they do, it’ll be useless in this rain, and without it, there are more than enough coercers and knights to deal with them.’
‘If there are Hedra among them, they may have weapons that the rain won’t hinder,’ I said, remembering the golden liquid called honeyfire that I had seen demonstrated in the mind of a Herder priest. Once ignited, it would burn anything and it could not be extinguished with water. The effect of it would be unthinkably horrifying were it to be thrown onto a person.
‘The only one close enough to be hurt will be you, mistress, if they seek parley, which is why we will precede you out the door. Whoever would speak with you had better be prepared to dismount and put their hands atop their heads.’
Ceirwan stiffened and after a distracted moment, he said, ‘That was Lina. Alad sent her because he thought we might need a beastspeaker who can also farseek, since you are likely to be too busy to deal with the horses. She just farsought me to say that Jaygar and some of the other horses are going to come through the farm gate and round to the front entrance so that they can communicate with the riders’ horses in case they have been demon-banded. If they have, Lina will go out and make physical contact with Jaygar to find out what he has learned.’
‘Why do you speak of demon bands?’ I asked. ‘Surely they have long since been rounded up and put in caves where the taint-devouring insects can cleanse them?’
Catrin came to join us. She was wet to the skin, hair slicked against her scalp. ‘I might as well have bathed fully clothed!’ she muttered, wiping a sodden sleeve over her face.
‘The demon bands were all collected just as all the barrels of black powder were disposed of,’ Linnet said. ‘Yet black powder was obviously used in that attack in Guanette a few nights back, which tells us that some of it slipped through the net. All we can say of the black powder and the demon bands is that most were turned in because we circulated the information that the black powder is unstable and likely to explode and the demon bands contained tainted matter that would eventually affect the wearer. But the renegade soldierguards and Malik’s men who were not captured in Saithwold would likely have dismissed our warnings as a trick to disarm them. And if there are still Hedra at large, as rumoured, they might have arranged to have caches of both stashed away by Malik before ever they came here. That could be one of the reasons they rigged his mind so that if anyone tried to probe him, he would die.’
‘I still don’t get how they did that unless they had coercive powers of their own,’ Catrin said.
‘Most likely they used a captive Misfit to do their dirty work,’ Linnet said.
I was too preoccupied with the approaching riders to pay much heed to what they were saying. ‘If this does come to a fight, there must be no killing. Our position in the Land is not so secure, even now, that killing unTalents will be a small matter, even if they are soldierguards and renegade rebels. Besides, they will be more useful to us alive if they do have a stash of black powder or demon bands, for we can use them to recover it.’
‘I dinna think ye need to worry yerself over the sensitivities of ordinary Landfolk. They are as afeared of these gangs as our people,’ Ceirwan said. ‘Ye mun rather ask yerself why a gang of ruffians would come here afore ye worry about their welfare. Th’ answer is that Obernewtyn would make the perfect stronghold for a band of robbers and renegades.’
I stared at him, startled by the idea that the riders might have come to stage a coup.
‘Do not fear,’ Linnet said grimly. ‘If it transpires that they did come with Beforetime weapons capable of doing substantial harm, I have instructed two of my knights to get you away up to the wintergarden. I have assigned similar escorts to the other guildmasters. It will not be a pleasant journey in this weather but if it must be done, it will be done.’
I wanted to object, but the escape plan had been devised by guildmerge and approved by Rushton, on the assumption that the master of Obernewtyn and the guild heads would be of more use plotting in exile than being held captive.
‘Ye gods this rain!’ said Gevan, towelling his hair vigorously as he strode into the entrance hall and came to join us. ‘Do not look so worried, Guildmistress. I think we can route twenty or so brigands, even if Radost is leading them.’
‘Radost?’ I echoed, astonished. ‘How should he be leading them when he and his son were killed escaping from the Councilfarm?’
Linnet shot me a startled look. ‘Guildmistress, do you not know that the body thought to be Radost’s was later discovered to be that of another escapee? They could not find Moss’s body either. It is now thought that the escape was only a decoy which Radost set up to ensure the armsmen on duty had their hands full while he and Moss made their escape.’
‘I thought I had told ye that,’ Ceirwan murmured, frowning. ‘Though now that I think on it, the news came up after ye left for Sutrium wi’ Dragon an’ th’ others.’
I thought of Analivia, Radost’s yellow-haired daughter. I had spoken to her of the deaths of her brother and father the previous spring, and she had said enigmatically that hate did not die so easily. Had she guessed her brother and father had not been killed trying to escape their Councilfarm sentence? Or was it more than a guess? There were plenty with a touch of Talent who did not acknowledge it and Analivia possessed an uncanny ability to hide herself from Talent, which had always struck me as being suspiciously like another sort of Talent. Of course I had not mentioned it, for even in this time, one would not readily and openly suggest someone was a Misfit if they had not acknowledged it.
Analivia must know that her father and brother had not been killed trying to escape the Councilfarm and she could not help but know that Radost was a vengeful, violent man, and that her brother, Moss, was like him as two peas in a pod. She would surely anticipate their wanting to punish her and Bergold for accepting Dardelan as their overlord. Indeed, this might explain why she would have spoken of them coming to live at Obernewtyn. But what if the riders now approaching were led by her father and they had already stopped at Bergold’s farm? Suddenly I felt sick.
‘Elspeth?’ Ceirwan said, touching my arm. ‘Edric is tryin’ to reach ye.’
I opened my mind to the coercer, who explained that he had come down from the roof to farseek me. ‘The riders have just reached the gate, Guildmistress,’ he told me. ‘Some of them are wearing cloaks in Dardelan’s colours, though we can’t see any faces yet. Will you tell my master so he can stand the others down? They will have to be told aloud because of the rain.’ Like many with both coercive and farseeking Talents, Edric had discovered it was less draining and painful to communicate by farseeking rather than with coercion but Gevan was at best a very weak farseeker, so his own guild had got into the habit of using any nearby farseeker as a messenger for their master.
I felt a rush of relief at the news that the riders were not rebels and ruffians set on taking over Obernewtyn, and then a surge of excitement at the possibility that Rushton might have ridden up early with an escort of Dardelan’s armsmen. Then another thought occurred to me. ‘Did you see a wagon among the riders?’ I farsent to Edric.
I was thinking of Dameon, for although the blind empath had recently insisted upon learning to ride, he would never be such a fool as to insist on coming by horse at such speed on such a night.
‘No wagon that I could see,’ the coercer sent. ‘But Declyn was higher and he reckoned there was a smaller group of riders lagging behind the rest. There might be a wagon in their midst.’
I thanked him, and relayed all he had told me to Gevan and the others. The Coercer guildmaster said gruffly, ‘It is good news if these riders are from Dardelan, but a wolf can wear a sheep’s fleece, and other riders behind the first lot means we are looking at over thirty if it comes to a battle. We had best remain ready to fight until we are sure we need not.’ He unclipped the short, metal-shod poles he carried at his belt, and all about me other coercers took their cue from him and readied their weapons.
There was a loud rap at the door and then it burst open and a saturated Leander appeared, beaming. ‘It’s all right!’ he shouted. ‘It’s the Black Dog and a host of the high chieftain’s armsmen!’
Instantly, all of the wariness and fierce purposefulness evaporated and there was a ragged cheer as people replaced their weapons, for Brydda Llewellyn, known to many as the Black Dog, was a great favourite at Obernewtyn. A moment later the big man strode up the steps and into the entrance hall where he shook himself like a huge shaggy dog, showering all of us with water.
‘What sort of weather is this?’ he demanded as armsmen wearing Dardelan’s colours came pushing in around him, all of them streaming wet and pinch-faced with cold. In a short time the entrance hall was full to bursting and the noise was so loud that it drowned out the rain. Despite the open door, the hall began to warm up from the press of bodies.
I was about to go over to greet the big rebel when I noticed that some of those entering wore Norse colours and sported the distinctive side plaits of Norselanders. No doubt they were Gwynedd’s armsmen, for many of his followers affected the Norse style in honour of their high chieftain, who was also king of the Norselands. But why were they here?
Brydda bellowed my name in delight, and I turned to find him elbowing his way through the throng towards me. He opened his huge arms but I fended him off, telling him tartly that I would just as soon forgo a midnight bath if it were all the same to him.
‘Huh, I am a trifle wet,’ he said, glancing down at the spreading puddle under his boots. Indeed, the floor was awash with the slick gruel of mud and rainwater traipsed in by the riders.
Before I could ask what had brought them riding up the muddy road to Obernewtyn in such reckless haste, Gevan came up behind the big rebel and thumped him enthusiastically on the back. As the two men greeted one another, a group of coercers and farseekers and armsmen surrounded them, all talking and asking questions over the top of one another. I drew back from the melée, resigned to waiting a little to learn the reason for the visit. It seemed unlikely to be anything serious given the banter and merriment.
I farsought Ceirwan and bade him begin ushering our visitors in batches to the kitchens where they could warm up and get some hot food. He responded by saying that he had arranged for water and towels to be brought to a chamber nearby so the newcomers could change first. It would take hours to heat water enough for baths, he said, but some pots of boiled water would enable them to wash off the mud of their journey rather than tracking it through the halls and into the kitchen.
‘I’d best rouse th’ futuretellers, too, an’ have them prepare bedchambers in case someone wants to sleep a few hours before the sun rises. If it rises,’ Ceirwan added.
‘No doubt the futuretellers have already made preparations for our unexpected visitors,’ I muttered sourly, and broke off to look for the beastguilder Lina. Seeing no sign of her, I asked Linnet aloud to go out and explain to the horses that Jaygar was on his way and would escort them to the farms. She nodded in her terse way and strode out, letting in another gust of chill, damp air, and the loud hiss of falling rain before the door slammed behind her. The coercer had no beastspeaking ability but she did have a good command of signal speech.
The front hall was half emptied out before she returned to say that Lina was already with the horses and that all was well. I thanked her and gestured to her now sodden clothes. ‘You’d best change out of those because after all the greetings are over, we will need to take the Black Dog aside and find out what brings him and the others to Obernewtyn in the middle of the night.’
‘Maybe they just came up for the moon fair,’ Linnet said.
‘In such weather when it is still days away? And with several of Gwynedd’s men? As far as I can tell, they came up in one day.’
She shrugged. ‘Perhaps they meant to stop and camp, only the rain didn’t let up so they just kept on.’
‘Perhaps,’ I murmured, unconvinced.
‘Shall I join you in your chamber in twenty minutes, then?’ Linnet asked.
I glanced at Brydda who was throwing back his head to laugh at something Gevan had said. ‘Better make it the kitchens in an hour.’
She had just gone when I thought I heard the faint sound of more horses. I was closer to the door than anyone else and, remembering the second, smaller group of riders, I opened the door a crack, setting one foot against it to stop the wind forcing it open all the way, and squinted out into the rain. It was too dark to see anything except a flurry of movement, then three young men were mounting the steps carrying square, heavy-looking bundles wrapped in oilcloth. I opened the door to let them through, noting that they wore the white wool cloaks favoured by Norselanders, though their hair was too short to be drawn into side plaits.
Another white-cloaked lad ran up the steps in their wake carrying more bundles. His hair was long but unbraided and I was trying to puzzle out what that meant when he lifted his head. Only then did I see that he was a girl, and one of the teknoguilders Garth had sent to Herder Isle.
‘Greetings, Guildmistress,’ Olinden said, recognising me and dropping an awkward curtsey.
‘It is good to see you. Set your burden down by the wall and go on to the kitchen to warm up. Javo is preparing food, though I can’t say what it will be at this hour. Tell the others to set their burdens down with yours.’
‘We need to stow them somewhere safe,’ the teknoguilder said through chattering teeth. ‘They’re books and the Teknoguildmaster will have my hide if they are damaged. I just hope the rain has not got to them.’
I suggested the books be put into the chamber that Ceirwan had designated as a makeshift change room for the visitors. ‘Someone can collect them and shift them to the Teknoguild caves when the rain stops.’
‘There are more to come,’ Olinden warned, before going across to her companions and leading them off down the hall. Watching them with their precious bundles, I smiled at the thought of Garth’s anguish when he learned he would have to wait until he came to Obernewtyn for the moon fair to see the books. So bad was the rain that the steady trickle of traders arriving to set up their stalls and wares for the moon fair had ceased and if the weather did not ease it was likely that I would get my wish for a moon fair by Misfits and largely for Misfits, as usual.
A gust of rainy wind cut straight through the door I was still holding open but I could not close it because another white-cloaked man was hurrying up the steps carrying yet another bundle of books. Again I pulled the door wider to let him in, and as he pushed past me, I saw a slight young woman with very short silver-blonde hair coming up the steps behind him.
‘Are you the last?’ I asked her.
She lifted her head and my mouth fell open in astonishment.
‘Cinda!’ I cried, hardly able to believe this delicate, sodden beauty was the battered, shaven-headed starveling I had last seen on the beach on Herder Isle, when Ari-noor had come to carry me from the island to the mainland.
Cinda’s eyes were luminous with delight as she held out her hands. I took her cold fingers in mine and entered her mind to evoke images of us as I had done on Herder Isle. She could not speak aloud because Ariel had cut out her tongue, and although I did not need to create a visual image of myself to farseek her, I knew that she liked it for it enabled her to speak aloud. I stifled renewed outrage at what had been done to her and to the other slavewomen called shadows, as Cinda used her imagination to alter the image of me until I looked as she had last seen me: filthy, bedraggled, bruised and battered, wet to the skin even as she was now. Her mind reshaped the image again, until I was a tall striking-looking woman clad in a full-length moss-coloured robe with trailing sleeves caught up in my belt and dark shining hair hanging in long tresses about my shoulders.
I laughed. ‘You flatter me, Cinda. But how do you come to be here? I scribed a letter to you …’
‘I … I hope you will forgive me but I did not know how to scribe back to you. You seemed so … well I wanted to come to … to show myself that you are real,’ said her image.
‘You thought I was not real?’
She offered me a mental picture of myself being towed away from the rain-swept shore by a shining grey ship fish, the sky dark and brooding above us save for a seam of light along the horizon. ‘I thought you must be one of the three goddesses of the Norselanders,’ she told me, laughing a little.
Ceirwan came to my side to say aloud that we ought to go to the kitchens where we could talk in the warm. His eyes rested on Cinda with curiosity, and letting go of one hand, I introduced them. He took the freed hand she offered with reverence, greeting her warmly. ‘I ken yer th’ shadow that got th’ rest to rise against th’ priests. Elspeth has told us much about ye, lass, but I nivver imagined ye were little more than a brave and bonny bairn.’
Cinda shook her head, cheeks flushing delicately, and looked at me helplessly. Inside my mind her image protested. ‘You must tell him it was not me. It was all of us, together, because of you.’
‘You were the beginning of it, long before I came to Herder Isle,’ I told her aloud. ‘You and Elkar were the first to have the courage to fight.’
Her face became eager and she released my hands and went to touch the shoulder of the Norselander who had come in just before her. When he turned I saw that it was Elkar, the Herder novice who had worked in secret to help the shadows because of the love he bore Cinda. Like her, his head was no longer shaven, but unlike her he had grown! He was taller than when I had last seen him, and his shoulders and chest had broadened. It seemed impossible that he should have grown so much in the months since I had seen him last, and yet maybe it was the certainty and authority that radiated from him that made him seem so much older and taller, as much as physical growth. Beside him, Cinda looked tiny, but when he reached out his spare arm and drew her close, the tenderness in the motion showed me that his devotion to her was unchanged.
‘Forgive me, I did not recognise you as we came in, Lady Elspeth,’ he said. ‘You look so …’
‘Clean,’ I said drily, and he laughed and let go of Cinda to reach out and take my free hand.
‘I am glad to see you again, Lady Elspeth,’ he said formally but sincerely. ‘I bring you greetings from Sabatien and Mouse, and an invitation to visit us and see what we have done with the freedom you gave us.’
Ceirwan interrupted to insist that we go along to the kitchens, for Cinda was shivering. Elkar smiled at her. ‘She may look as delicate as a flower, but she is stronger than anyone can ever guess.’
She smiled up at him in a way that brought tears to my eyes. I blinked them away and said, ‘Nevertheless she does not need to prove her bravery by freezing. Ceir is right. We should go to the kitchens. But before we go, he will show you where you can leave your books and dry off a bit.’
As the guilden ushered them away, I farsent to tell him to chivvy the teknoguilders away from the books if they were still there fussing over them. When they returned, I bade him herd Brydda and Gevan and their chattering coterie of coercers and armsmen along too, for they were all still standing and talking animatedly.
‘I cannot tell you how often my mind goes back to my time on Herder Isle,’ I said, setting off with Elkar and Cinda along the passages to the kitchens.
‘You would not recognise it now,’ Elkar said.
I smiled and asked, ‘Why did Brydda bring you up here at such an hour and in such foul weather?’
‘We gave him no choice,’ Elkar said. ‘We wanted badly to see you.’
I suppressed a sigh, reflecting that I would have to speak to Brydda himself to discover the reason for this visit. But I said, ‘How long can you stay? We have a three-day moon fair coming up and Chieftain Dardelan will be riding from Sutrium with an entourage for it, as Obernewtyn is officially to be made a settlement.’
‘I wish we might stay for it,’ Elkar said regretfully, ‘but the Stormdancer has to return to Herder Isle to make final preparations for the journey to the Red Land. When it next comes to Sutrium, it will be to rendezvous with the other ships, so if we do not go now, we will be stranded on the mainland until next spring, when it is safe for smaller vessels to cross the strait. But have no fear, we will come back to Obernewtyn another time.’
I nodded, unable to say that I would not be here then, but I had forgotten that my probe was still bedded in Cinda’s mind, giving her access to any unguarded thoughts.
‘You mean to go with the ships? But why do you think you will not return with them?’ her image asked soberly.
I looked into her grey eyes and found I could not lie to one who had endured so much. In the privacy of her mind I told her, ‘It has been foretold that one day I will leave Obernewtyn and the Land and not return. I have told this to no one but it may be that when I leave to go to the Red Land, I will not return.’
‘I will keep your secret,’ she promised. ‘But many things seers see do not transpire as the words of a foretelling would have us imagine.’
Elkar glanced at us, seeming to know we were communicating. Or maybe Cinda had signalled him to that effect. She and the other shadows had developed a complex means of communicating by gesture, even as Brydda had done with his horse, and Elkar had learned the shadow language in order to communicate with Cinda and her sisters under the noses of his masters.
‘You will not return to the west coast?’ I asked aloud of Cinda, for she and her brother had been stolen away from their homes there as small children by the Herder priests, and throughout her long and dreadful captivity on Herder Isle, she had dreamed of returning.
Her eyes grew sad as she spoke inside her mind to me, moving the fingers of her free hand to echo her conversation in gesture so as to include Elkar. ‘We have just returned from Port Oran these sevendays past, where we tried to find some trace of my home and my family. It has all gone. My mother died of the plague years back, and my poor father drank himself to death. One old woman who knew them told me he truly died of grief when I and my brother were taken, and the man who drank was a mere shadow of our father. I have an aunt but my muteness makes her uneasy. Nor does she like to think of what was done to me. She has two sons who were born after I was taken but I am a stranger to them and strangers live in the house where I and my brother were born.’
‘High Chieftain Gwynedd promised a house and a plot of land to any shadow or ex-novice who wanted to live on the west coast,’ I said aloud, for Elkar’s sake. ‘I am sure he can arrange for the strangers to be housed elsewhere so that you can be restored to your parents’ cottage.’
She nodded. ‘I am sure he would, but a home is more than a house. I realised it when I saw the other family living there. Without my dear mother and father and my brother to share it with me, it was just a house. There is nothing left for me in the Westland, but I have people I care about in the Norselands, and who care for me – Mouse and Master Sabatien; Helvar and Lark; Ursa, who has become like a sister to me. They all understand …’ Her image gestured to her mouth.
‘So you will stay on Herder Isle?’ I asked, wondering that she could bear to live where she had been mutilated and enslaved for most of her life.
‘I will not stay in the Herder city,’ she assured me. ‘I will live on Fallo.’ Fallo was the smaller island that had once been part of Herder Isle, and which was now reconnected to the larger portion by an isthmus formed by the destroyed wall of the Herder complex. ‘That is where Elkar belongs, and I belong with him. He is the home of my heart.’
Her eyes sought his and her fingers fluttered. With perfect naturalness, he bent to kiss her on the mouth. Then he straightened and said to me, ‘I go each day to the black city which some would call Hevon after that long-ago Norse city destroyed by the Herders. I am working with your teknoguilders and others to bring out the books buried in vaults. Some are in ill repair and others are damaged by damp but we are trying to save as many as we can for the new library we are building. It will also house the books being sent across from the cloister overlooking Fryddcove on Norseland.’
‘The priests of Fryddcove cloister opened the gates?’ I asked, remembering that they had locked themselves inside their cloister, refusing to surrender to the newly crowned King Gwynedd.
Elkar nodded, grinning. ‘It turned out they had a whole library of books there, stored in barrels. Per Vallon decided we might as well have all the books in one place, so ships were bringing them across to Herder Isle until the weather got too bad. The rest will be brought over next spring. By then the new library will be completed. The Hedra are building it,’ he added with a glimmer of triumph.
‘And the books you brought here?’
‘A gift to Obernewtyn,’ Elkar said. ‘Many are books that were brought to our islands by the original thirty-nine Herders shipwrecked on Herder Isle. Harwood says you have Misfits who have learned to decipher the ancient codes of the Beforetimers. There are also two books with maps that may be of some use on the Red Land expedition.’
‘I look forward to seeing them,’ I said. ‘It sounds as if life is busy in the Norselands.’
He nodded. ‘I love the work I am doing, though it does not leave much time to build the home I promised Cinda. But Ursa is doing a good deal of the building, with my father’s help. She will live with us, so it will be her house, too. Cinda and my mother are making a garden of such beauty that it will take your breath away.’
The knowledge that I would never see their house or garden saddened me, but Cinda, feeling my regret, responded by promptly imagining a sunlit garden with tiny wending streams and ponds and great banks of flowers. I could even smell the scents of the sea and the flowers and hear the whirring of insects and the distant thunder of waves breaking on the beach. Then the garden vanished.
Seeing my dazed expression, Elkar burst out laughing. ‘I can guess my Cinda is showing you her garden. Sover and Harwood look just like this when she shows them something! Harwood said she may not be Talented, but that her imagination is strong enough to be called a Talent in its own right.’ Then he sobered and said almost fiercely, ‘I truly do not know how to thank you for all you have done for us.’
I shook my head and said firmly, ‘You must stop this. I was only there by chance, and took part in the end of a struggle that you began; you and Cinda and Sabatien and the others, Elkar. No one gave you freedom. You won it.’
He shook his head slowly. ‘We did little more than talk and dream until you came, Lady Elspeth. We were like a fire set, without a match to light it. None of us ever thought of the shadows fighting, not even me. It was you who ignited hope in them and they who fired us. And I do not believe for a moment that your coming was by chance. Too much came of it! We all agree. Lark wanted to come and thank you on his father’s behalf, but Helvar told him he must spend every second he can in training if he is to go with Oma as cabin boy on the journey to the Red Land.’
‘So it is definite that Oma will master the Stormdancer?’ I asked, picturing the big Norse seaman with his scarred face and unusual dark side braids.
‘The Pers insist it cannot be Helvar,’ Elkar said. ‘Indeed, I have heard Per Vallon say that King Gwynedd ought to have named Helvar kinehelt and he means to propose it when the king visits us next.’
Kinehelt meant king’s hand, I remembered.
‘Gutred says she will leave him if he becomes kinehelt, for already he is away from home so much she is in danger of forgetting his face,’ Cinda told me, her image laughing. Her fingers flickered as she shared the joke with Elkar.
We fell silent as we entered the kitchen, which was full of warmth and talk and shouts of laughter all rising on a delicious smell comprised of baking bread and hot porridge. Javo and his whole host were out in force preparing food and serving it to the ravenous travellers and the atmosphere was so boisterous and lively that it was hard to believe it was the middle of a stormy night.
I led Cinda and Elkar to a table by a wall in one of the dining alcoves where there was a little fireplace, belatedly realising I had not offered them a change of dry clothes, but hearing my thought, Cinda said it did not matter a bit. ‘It is so warm in here our clothes will dry in no time.’
‘Tell me what happened to make the priests give up and open the gates in Fryddcove?’ I said aloud.
‘Hunger, just as King Gwynedd predicted,’ Elkar answered succinctly. ‘In a way it was good they had not come out at once because the rage people felt after the deaths that had occurred during the fighting had faded enough for everyone to remember that it was not the priests inside the cloister on Norseland who had done the killing. Instead of seeing terrible Herder priests when the doors opened, they saw very old men, most of whom had been sent there in the first place from Herder Isle because the members of the inner cadre regarded them as unsound. Which is to say, they were not brutal or ruthless enough to satisfy their superiors.’
‘So what happened to them?’ I asked.
Elkar shrugged. ‘Most were allowed to remain in the cloister, though the gates have been removed. They are too old to serve as labourers, though they were bidden to grow their own food now that there is no more forced tithing. But their gardening skills are so poor and most of them so old and decrepit that they would have starved if Per Vallon had not suggested they offer lessons in scribing and reading in exchange for food and other necessities. These days the cloister serves as a teaching centre on Norseland, though the best students will have to come to Herder Isle for more advanced lessons and to have access to the library.’
I suppressed a scowl, thinking it too mild a punishment. The priests on Norseland may not have had much power, but they had known about children being taken from their homes and forced to become priests or slaves. They had certainly known of Ariel’s vile experimentation and his treatment of the shadows. In my mind they were no less guilty than the priests on Herder Isle for having failed to do something about it. Given my way, I would have razed every cloister to the ground, and sent every priest to the Councilfarms to years of hard labour. But how could I voice these bitter thoughts in the face of Elkar’s mild compassion despite their own suffering?
Unaware of my dark thoughts, Elkar went on, ‘Sabatien has work details of Hedra preparing a building alongside the new library that will serve as a great teaching centre. Both buildings are being constructed where the Hedra armoury once stood, and the training ground is being transformed into a garden. With the wall down all along that side of the city, both the library and teaching centre will have magnificent views of the Girdle Road. That is what we are calling the road that has been built over the fallen rubble that now links the main part of Herder Isle and the green wilderness of Fallo. Sabatien has the Hedra workers building a footpath that will run up from the end of the Girdle Road between the library and the teaching centre into the newly made gardens in that part of the city. He wants to call that entrance the Gate of Knowledge.’
‘A good name,’ I murmured, impressed with the older man’s vision. ‘I assume the Hedra workers are closely watched?’
‘There are Norse overseers watching them work, and they sleep and eat in their old barracks and are locked in each night,’ Elkar said. ‘Harwood also randomly checks their minds to be sure they are not plotting and he is training those Norselanders who have shown coercive or empathic Talents to help him. But since all of the Hedra and the ordinary Faction priests were given the choice of being transported to the mainland to work off shorter sentences on Councilfarms or of staying to work as labourers in the Norselands, I think it unlikely those who chose to stay would plot against us.’
‘Some may well dream that the Herder Faction will rise again.’
‘They can dream as they like so long as they do not plot insurrection or sedition, for Harwood would see it, and having chosen to stay, they are now subject to Norse laws in these matters. The penalty for plotting against the king is transportation and exile to the black coasts.’
‘A death sentence.’
‘Exactly. And they would be fools to break faith with us, since they have only to serve out their sentences then they will be permitted to build a cottage and live as free men.’
‘It is better than they deserve,’ I said, and heard the coldness in my voice.
Elkar shrugged. ‘It might be different if all of the Hedra captains and inner cadre Herder priests had not been taken to the mainland. Those remaining had little power even when the Faction ruled, and remember most were originally taken by the Herders when they were children and forced into the order. They adapted because death or slavery was the only other choice, but if you saw them now, contentedly working alongside the Norselanders, you would wonder how the Faction ever came to have power. There was so little joy or gain in it even for those who reached its heights. The more I think on this, the more curious I become about what your teknoguilders will discover once they read those tomes the first Herders brought to our lands.’
‘What of the mine shadows?’
Elkar’s expression changed. ‘Some have already died and more than half of the rest are in the Healing Centre. But they are free, and they are being cared for and have such pleasures and comforts as we can offer them, as the heroes and victims they are. Some of the other shadows serve the healers as best they can, and ironically they work alongside the Herders who were healers under Faction rule. Many of the Herder healers have willingly remained at the Centre, though most were pardoned by our council because they had always done what they could to help those who were the victims of their masters. They all but worship Sover, who says he is a healer these days far more than he ever was a coercer. I carried a missive from him to the mistress of the Healing Centre in Sutrium, asking her to send trained healers and especially those with knowledge of physical healing and of herb lore, that they might teach Norselanders their skills. In exchange he offered to teach them new ways in which empathy can be used in healing. He sent another missive for the Empath guildmaster asking that empaths be sent to Herder Isle to train with the healers. I have yet to deliver it, however, for Guildmaster Dameon travels in the west coast.’
It was a blow to hear that Dameon was still in the west, but I hid my disappointment and said, ‘If you leave it with me, I will see that he gets it when he returns to Obernewtyn. But tell me more of this new use of empathy in healing.’
Elkar frowned, gathering his thoughts. ‘Well, there are many shadows and novices and more than a few priests and soldierguards whose minds were damaged by what was done to them, and by what they saw or did during the time the Faction ruled. As Sover’s healing abilities work best with mental wounds, the healing of the mentally damaged fell to him. He discovered that a combination of empathy and coercive skills used in tandem with traditional healing Talent would serve where any of those things alone would fail. What he would like, though, is to have healers who are both coercers and empaths.’ He grimaced. ‘I am putting it too simply but I am not an empath or a healer.’
I shook my head absently, somewhat startled to realise that, despite the slightness of his empathic talent, Sover had developed enough control over it to be called an enthraller. I wondered if he really meant to try to teach empaths to be coercers and vice versa and if it were possible. That he had begun to use what had always been a Talent so slight he had barely acknowledged it, suggested it was possible. We had always tended to see Talents as fixed, and the combination of coercion and empathy was rare, but coercion did use the same root Talent as healing and futuretelling. Was it possible that Sover would suggest Talents possessing that root ability should be trained to use it in two ways? Certainly this was what enthrallers did, though I had never quite seen it in that light before. It had been suggested at one long-ago guildmerge, but we had all agreed the usages were too different to allow a mind to encompass both.
‘What of Mouse?’ I asked, my thoughts shifting to the little bright-eyed boy whom the mine shadows had hidden from the brutal Herder priests.
The Norselander looked sad. ‘The lad will not grow to manhood, of course, but he is content to be with his father and with Terka, who cared for him and hid him from the Herders. He tells me without fear that Terka will go ahead into death before him, and wait for him in the darkness with a lamp to light their way. He has a great capacity for happiness.’ Elkar’s eyes were bright and he swallowed before he could go on. ‘It is very hard for Sabatien, I think, because he believes he ought to have found some other way to protect the boy. I think I would feel the same, were I him, but I doubt there was any other way, truly.’
Elkar began talking of the shadows well enough to live outside the Healing Centre. Surprisingly, most had chosen to remain within the city, where they dwelt in the same cottages that had once housed the inner cadre of the Faction.
‘No one would deny them the right to live in the best houses the city has; they have suffered so. But you would not believe what they have done with what they claimed,’ Elkar said. ‘Once it was agreed they might stay there, they asked Sabatien to have the Hedra tear down the enclosing wall and day by day the greenness and fruitfulness that was once kept only for the inner cadre flows out into the rest of the city.’
‘It must be wondrous, for I heard High Chieftain Gwynedd say that he is thinking of changing the name from Hevon City to Greenheart,’ said a familiar voice.
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I turned in surprise to see the Farseeker ward, Zarak, who had been in the lowlands since my return to Obernewtyn. His father, Khuria, had recently become the first Misfit chieftain of a region, following the sudden death of the old chieftain of Saithwold, Noviny, whom Khuria had served and counted a friend.
‘Zarak! Did you come up with the others?’
‘I did, Guildmistress. I was in Sutrium delivering a message from my father to High Chieftain Dardelan about the supplies Saithwold province will tithe to the Red Land expedition. When I realised a party was setting out for Obernewtyn that very day, I decided to come with them. I meant to be here in time fer th’ moon fair anyway, and it is safer to be one of many with the gangs seeming to know when any Misfit is on the road.’
He switched his gaze to Cinda and Elkar and asked if he might bring them porridge when he fetched his own. Watching him, it suddenly struck me that I was seeing him as a man for the first time. Before, I had regarded him as the troublesome youth whom I had reluctantly allowed to join the Farseekers guild, after he had been some time a beastspeaker. He had made his first choosing out of love and loyalty to his father, who was also a beastspeaker, but his Talents had been equally matched by his propensity for getting himself into trouble. I had sometimes wondered if it would not have been better to leave him in the Beastspeaking guild under the guidance of his father, but Ceirwan had convinced me that giving him responsibilities instead of treating him like a child would force him to grow up.
‘Guildmistress?’ Zarak asked, and I shook my head and laughed.
‘I was just thinking that you have grown much since those days when you and Lina were in trouble every other minute.’
Surprisingly, the farseeker flushed. ‘I am afraid I have to tell you that parting me from Lina did not work. I mean to bond with her as soon as may be. My father has promised to perform th’ ceremony during th’ moon fair, for now he is chieftain he has the power to bond us.’
‘I am glad to hear he is coming up for it. Does Lina know?’ I asked, for the girl had been at Obernewtyn the whole time he had been in the lowlands.
Zarak’s flush deepened. ‘I mean, I will ask her as soon as I can. I saw her on the farms, but she was too busy with the horses. I suppose I should have done it before speaking of it.’
I took pity on him and said I did not doubt that she would give him the answer he wished. Then I bade him go and fetch us food before he gave me an account of his father being made chieftain. Elkar went to help carry bowls and I felt a pang of regret at the knowledge that I would not be at Obernewtyn to see my ward bond. Cinda’s hand stirred in mine, reminding me that she was still privy to my emotions and thoughts, but she said nothing and soon the others returned bearing trays laden with fresh bread, jugs of steaming porridge and milk, bowls, knives and spoons and crocks of butter and honey. Ceirwan arrived soon after to say he had been unable to separate the teknoguilders from their precious books, so he had arranged to have food sent to them.
He was as surprised as I to see Zarak, and as he and Elkar set out the bowls and served the food, Ceirwan said to the farseeker, ‘I dinna see ye come in with the others.’
‘I went straight to th’ farms. Brydda wanted me to let his parents know that he was here and that he would come to see them later in the day. He said Katlyn would beat him if he gave her no warning to prepare a feast. And I had an urgent message for Alad from my father.’
And you were hoping to get a moment alone with Lina, I guessed. ‘How does your father like his new status?’ I asked, releasing Cinda’s hand with a smile, so that we could eat. I did not need to be touching her to keep a probe in her mind, or to manipulate the image of myself that I had conjured, of course.
Zarak gave me a wry smile. ‘To be honest, Guildmistress, he swears about it a good deal. He did not desire it, and he was heartbroken when the old man died. But Noviny never truly recovered from the sickness he suffered after spying on Malik’s men. My father would have moved out of his house after Noviny was laid in his grave, but Wenda would not have it. She insisted that she would not know what to do without a chieftain to chieftain. She said Da told her he was no chieftain but then he was offered the position by a delegation of locals before another day had gone by. No one had forgotten that he led them in battle when the Hedra tried to invade.’
‘Does he realise that the Land has been changed forever by his appointment?’ I asked.
Zarak nodded, his expression becoming serious. ‘He knows it well and I think it troubled him a good deal to start with. He feared that if he failed, he would be used as an example of why Misfits ought not to rule. But as far as I can see, the people of Saithwold are more than content.’
‘No doubt,’ I said, tasting a spoonful of sweetened porridge.
‘I think he will feel less burdened when the master of Obernewtyn becomes chieftain of Obernewtyn Shire.’
‘Obernewtyn Shire,’ I repeated. ‘So that is how it will be styled. I like it.’
‘Powyrs suggested it,’ Zarak said with a smile. ‘He said it had a cosier ring than the word province, and being smaller it ought to have a name to fit.’
‘All those years at sea have given Powyrs a song-maker’s soul,’ I said. ‘But what is The Cutter doing in Sutrium at this time of year?’
‘He brought th’ message from Jakoby,’ Zarak said. Seeing my blank expression his eyes widened. ‘But surely ye ken it?’
‘Ken what?’ I asked, as premonition trailed a cold finger down my spine.
‘Th’ overguardian of th’ Earthtemple has commanded that th’ Sadorian ships must leave for the Red Land five days after darkmoon. The message Powyrs brought says Sadorian greatships will dock in Sutrium by darkmoon and that they will set off five days later, with or without the other ships. Apparently Jakoby was readying the two Sadorian greatships to depart even as Powyrs left Templeport.’
‘But Maryon only said that th’ ships mun leave afore th’ end of the Days of Rain!’ Ceirwan protested.
Zarak shrugged. ‘A day from now could be said to be afore th’ end of the Days of Rain. Rushton thinks the overguardian must have foreseen some harm coming to one of the Sadorian ships if they didn’t leave when she said they must. But he says even if th’ other ships are in no danger, they will have to leave at th’ same time as th’ Sadorians’ ships because Maryon saw all four leavin’ together.’
I drew in a long slow breath, understanding all at once why the Stormdancer had to return to the Norselands so soon. Indeed, Oma would be cutting it very fine to cross to Herder Isle, make final preparations for the journey and then return in so few days, especially given the weather. The news also explained why Brydda had ridden up in such haste. Aside from letting me know about the change in timing of the expedition, he would want to spend some time with his mother and father before departing on what would be a long and perilous journey. The only puzzling thing was why he had not told me about the overguardian’s pronouncement at once. Of course he had no idea I meant to go along on the journey, but there was still an immense amount to be done in a very short time if all of the supplies we had promised were to be readied for transport to the coast. And we had yet to make a final list of those who would travel with the ships, and then outfit them.
And what of Dragon and Maruman and the statue in Saithwold I needed to see, not to mention the fact that I had to find Cassandra’s key?
Trying to quell a growing sense of panic, I glanced across the crowded kitchen to one of the large windows. To my surprise, the rain had ceased and dawn was breaking in the form of a few weak beams of pink-gold light glistening on a sodden creeper growing up a kitchen garden wall. It was still too early to wake the whole of Obernewtyn and announce the news, but I farsent to Ceirwan that as soon as the first bell for normal firstmeal rang, he must send messages to each guildmaster to explain what Zarak had just told us and to announce that there would be a guildmerge concerning the expedition before the end of the day. Everyone would need time to make their preparations. It was too late for Garth to be summoned up from the White Valley, but that could not be helped. Ceirwan farsent back that he would talk to Javo and Alad, since we might as well begin sending down the supplies we had amassed immediately. Then I thought of the research Sarn, Wila and Tomash were doing about the Red Land and reminded Ceirwan that they had better be warned about the change of plans too. I made up my mind that I would scribe a letter to Rushton immediately and have one of the coercer-knights ride down before the day ended to let him know Dragon’s identity and to prompt him to order a search for her. I might just as well scribe that I meant to travel with Dragon to the Red Land and be done with it. I would make a point of mentioning that Maryon had foreseen both of us in the Red Land.
I had no idea what to do if, despite our best efforts, we could not locate Dragon before the ships had to depart. If only Maruman had been here, I could have asked him to contact the ancient bird to ask where she was. He could also have asked about Cassandra’s key and maybe even about the exact meaning of Dell’s futuretelling that I would leave the Land and Obernewtyn forever. But I had not spoken to the ancient bird since she had helped me stop Rushton’s spirit from entering the mindstream. Our final exchange floated into my mind.
‘There will be a price,’ she had warned.
‘I will pay it,’ I vowed.
‘It is not you who will pay …’ she had answered.
I wondered now if she had been angry with me for risking my quest to save Rushton’s life. She had contacted Maruman to tell him that I must return in all haste to Obernewtyn, but she had not told him why it had been so important. Was it possible that she would have done so, but she had been unable to reach me because of Maruman’s absence? I could try to reach her directly, but that would mean using the dreamtrails, which immediately reminded me of the malevolent force that had pursued me there. I was still unable to make up my mind if it had been a figment of nightmare, or Ariel’s unconsciously formed spirit-shape seeking to harm me. Realising I had been sitting for some minutes in dumbfounded silence, I stood up abruptly. ‘I’m sorry but I need to go and get dressed. Elkar and Cinda, when you have finished eating, Zarak will show you where you can bathe once the water is heated and then you should sleep for a few hours. In the afternoon, I will send someone to show you around. There are matters I must attend to now, but I will see you again in the evening.’
Zarak was still standing and now he said uncertainly, ‘I hope I have not spoken out of turn, Guildmistress. I thought the master of Obernewtyn would already have told you what the overguardian said.’
‘The master of Obernewtyn?’ I echoed. ‘Whatever do you mean? How could he tell me when he is not here?’
Now it was Zarak’s turn to look thunderstruck. ‘But Guildmistress, he must have got here by now. Why, he rode out of Sutrium a good half day before the rest of us. Indeed, he was leaving even as I arrived at Dardelan’s residence. It was he who first told me of the message brought by Powyrs, when he bade me carry news to my father. I sent a missive to Saithwold for I had made up my mind then and there to come up here straight away.’
I felt sick. ‘I have not seen Rushton since Sador,’ I said.
The others looked concerned and now people at nearby tables were turning to us, sensing a disturbance from the tone of our voices or because of our emotional emanations. I forced a smile and lowered my voice to say, ‘Well, maybe he went to the farms first, to let Alad know what was happening.’
‘But he can’t have done, Elspeth,’ Ceirwan protested. ‘Alad sent Lina up about th’ horses, remember, an’ she said nowt of th’ master of Obernewtyn bein’ there.’
‘I spoke to Alad just now, too, but I did not think to ask about Rushton,’ Zarak said worriedly.
‘All right, then maybe he went and slept at Louis Larkin’s place. He does that sometimes and it would have been very late when he arrived,’ I said, issuing a terse farspoken warning to Ceirwan to do no more speculating aloud lest he set off a panic by reminding people about what happened to Rushton the last time he had been expected and had not arrived.
‘He might have gone up to see the futuretellers about the overguardian’s futuretellin’,’ Zarak said aloud, diffidently.
Ceirwan immediately looked less stricken and I felt a rush of relief myself, since if Rushton had come back in haste because of something futuretold by the Earthtemple overguardian, it was very likely that he would want to consult Maryon. Certainly some of the futuretellers would also have been awake if he had arrived in the middle of the night, since they were wont to sleep in short bouts throughout the day and night and no doubt they would have foreseen his coming.
Telling the others to go on with their meal, I promised to let them know the moment I heard anything. I had taken two steps from the table when the kitchen doors were flung wide and Rushton himself strode in, shrugging off a streaming oilcloak. Behind him came the sodden and enormous Teknoguildmaster Garth, which explained why the master of Obernewtyn had not arrived before Brydda and the others. He had stopped to fetch Garth from the White Valley on the way.
Seeing his handsome, weary face and dark green eyes beneath a swatch of soaked black hair, I felt a wave of giddy longing to go to him and hold him, but in moments he was hemmed on all sides by people wanting to greet him and talk to him. He turned from one to another, laughing a little as he tried to answer the dozen questions being put to him.
I found myself brazenly imagining the way his lips had felt when he had kissed me in the tent in Sador, and for the first time since we had parted, I allowed myself to feel the full ardent strength of my longing for him.
As if he felt the tug of my gaze, Rushton broke off what he had been saying and looked across the room at me. As our eyes met, I felt a thrill of delight, but Rushton did not even smile. My own smile faltered at the almost savage intensity of his expression, then Linnet and Gevan turned to see what had caught his attention and Rushton’s lashes lowered over his eyes like shutters as he bowed slightly and formally to me before attending to them once more.
I turned away blindly, and found myself facing Ceirwan, who had come up behind me. His dark blue eyes were compassionate but also puzzled, and I realised that to him it must appear as if Rushton’s manner was unchanged from when he had been at Obernewtyn before. No doubt the guilden wondered at my reaction.
‘I will come with you to the Farseekers hall and get on with letting the other guildmasters ken that he is back an’ that the expedition to the Red Land is to begin sooner than expected,’ he said.
‘Speak to Wila and the others but you had better make sure Rushton wants a guildmerge today before you contact any of the other guilds,’ I said as we left the noise and fragrant warmth of the kitchens. ‘You might ask him about the moon fair, too. I expect he will want to cancel it.’
‘Cancel it? Why?’ Ceirwan asked, startled.
I shrugged, finding it easier to talk now that I was out of sight of Rushton. ‘How can we run a moon fair and get the expedition organised at the same time? Besides all else, it would mean setting off on the expedition when the roads are clogged with fair revellers returning home. We will need to send riders out tomorrow to post notices of cancellation. Hopefully it will not put many people out since this rain would have stopped a lot who had planned to visit.’
‘But what about Obernewtyn being turned into a shire?’
‘No doubt Dardelan will still ride up to conduct the official ceremonies, unless he has decided to put that off as well for now.’
I turned my thoughts to the statue in Saithwold, thinking I would need to come up with a good reason to ride down to the lowlands a day earlier than the others. Then it struck me that I might be able to find out what I needed simply by closely questioning someone who had seen it. Zarak was a possibility but, better still, was Iriny, who would have seen the statue many times. If it was she who was camped in the White Valley, she might be persuaded to describe it well enough that I would not need to see it for myself. Indeed, had she not sworn to do whatever I asked now that Swallow had told her I was the one referred to in the Twentyfamilies’ ancient promises?
‘What is it?’ Ceirwan asked.
‘I want you to go right now to the coercer-knights and organise a rider to travel to the White Valley,’ I said. ‘They are to locate the gypsy Iriny, whom I believe is camped there, and ask if she would ride up to meet me at dawn at the watchhut above the pass to the highlands. I also need the rider to deliver a missive to Bergold’s sister; they can fetch the missive from me after firstmeal and leave straight away. Now I am going up to my chamber. I don’t want to be disturbed for a couple of hours. I need to sleep if I am to be any use later in the day. Arrange with Sarn to come and see me in the afternoon with whatever material she and the others have amassed, and of course let me know as soon as you know whether we are to have a guildmerge. You can spend the morning preparing for that, after you do these few things.’
‘Well an’ good, but ye’d best tell Rushton about Dragon,’ Ceirwan reminded me.
‘I will tell him as soon as we speak,’ I assured him tightly and held my smile until he had got out of sight.
As I made my way along the passages to the Farseekers hall, my false smile fell away and it was only the fear that I would encounter someone that kept me from giving way to grief, for I knew from the look on Rushton’s face that I had made a dreadful mistake in leaving him so soon. He had just discovered how Ariel had tampered with his thoughts and emotions, using my image as an instrument of torture, and I had believed that knowing what had been done to him had healed him, and that any other damage was no more than scrapes and bruises that would fade in time. Like a fool, I had even imagined that some time alone away from the intensity of our renewed love would allow him to complete his healing. But the terse words of his missive and the cold face he had just shown me were clear signs that he had once again fallen victim to the false thoughts and emotions implanted by Ariel.
I wanted so badly to tell myself that he was merely overburdened by all that needed doing before the four ships left for the Red Land, but troubled as I was by the news, it had not stopped me feeling joy and longing at the sight of him. Thank goodness the press of people had prevented me rushing to his side the moment I saw him. Bad enough that he must have seen all that longing and love writ large on my face. I clenched my teeth and told myself that I must find the strength to behave with dignity and sense. Whatever lay between us, Rushton was master of Obernewtyn and I would need to work with him to prepare for the journey to the Red Land. Another wave of sickness flowed through me at the knowledge that the time we would spend at sea, which I had imagined as being filled with love, must now be given to helpless longing and regret on my part and perhaps to revulsion on his.
The pain of this prospect was so sharp that I had to stop for a moment and lean against the cold wall. I drew long steadying breaths, asking myself what else I could have done but to obey Maruman when he said that the Agyllians had commanded me to return immediately to the mountains. A cold calmness came to me with the knowledge that even if I had known what it would do to us, I would still have had to leave him.
I became aware that my teeth were chattering with shock as much as cold, and forced myself to continue. To my intense relief I did not see a soul before I was able to close my chamber door behind me and sag against it, feeling utterly exhausted. I told myself a few hours’ sleep would give me the strength to gain some measure of self-control. I forced myself to scribe a brief missive to Analivia, telling her bluntly that I had heard her father and brother were alive, and asking her to ride up to Obernewtyn to speak with me. There was no need to scribe a message to Iriny, since I had already told Ceirwan the gist of it. I farsent for Aras and handed her the message at the door, telling her to deliver it to the messenger when they arrived, and repeating what I wanted said to Iriny.
Then I said, ‘I do not want to be disturbed for the next couple of hours,’ and closed the door. Crossing to the hearth, I knelt before the fire to add more wood, and noticed that my hands were trembling. Then a tear rolled down my cheek. It fell onto the hot stone with a hiss and a wisp of steam and then another fell and another. I made no attempt to staunch the flow of grief that followed. Indeed, I could not have done so had I wished it.
When the tempest passed, I sat on the bench staring into the fire for a long while, half hypnotised by the flickering orange dance of the flames. The thought came to me almost as a strange consolation, that it would have been so much harder to leave Rushton when the time came if he had shown the same extravagant and passionate love as in Sador. Better this way, I told myself, ignoring how the thought of never seeing him again twisted in my gut like a blade.
I would use the journey to school myself to accept our parting so that, when the time came, Rushton would believe my love had waned, too. If only I had not shown my feelings so nakedly in the kitchens, but perhaps if I worked hard enough at seeming indifferent, he might be persuaded to believe he had been mistaken. I could not bear the thought that he might feel guilty or even pity me for loving him, yet the possibility that he might be relieved to think I no longer loved him hurt me, too. I did not resist the pain. I accepted it even as I had once accepted the might and overpowering strength of the great sea, when it had me in its teeth. For if we could not be civil to one another, the long journey to the Red Land would be unendurable.
I cringed at the thought of having to tell Rushton that I would be with him on the journey to the Red Land, but at least I could contrive to travel on a different ship to him. No doubt he would go aboard the vessel that Dardelan had commissioned so I could take Dragon aboard the Norse Stormdancer, or maybe we could travel with Jakoby on the Umborine. Given how she felt about me, Dragon might wish to travel on another ship too, but I could not allow that. I needed to keep her close until I had learned what Cassy had wanted me to know, which Dragon had locked in her memories.
It was almost with relief that I turned my thoughts to the problem of Dragon and how to find her with so little time before we had to board the ships. The only way I could see to manage it was to contact Atthis directly. That meant assuming a spirit-form and facing the dreamtrails. I would ask Gahltha to guard me in the old cat’s absence. I could also ask about the whereabouts of Maruman and Cassandra’s key.
I was too weary and weighed with grief to try it immediately, but I swore to myself that I would do it that night. A few hours’ sleep now would be enough to restore me. At least with Rushton returned, I would no longer have to serve as mistress of Obernewtyn and I could concentrate on my own guild. And there was much for the guildmistress of the Farseekers to do. As well as preparing for the expedition, I needed to ensure that I had done all I could do to smooth the way for Ceirwan to assume the role of master of the Farseekers if I never returned from the Red Land. I had no doubt of his capability for he had been doing most of my work anyway while I had been serving as mistress of Obernewtyn, and he was more than capable of managing our guild with the help of Aras and Zarak. I guessed he would raise Zarak to guilden after my departure, and wondered again whether I should tell him in advance that I did not believe I would return. It would allow me to say goodbye to him and give him time to become accustomed to the idea of his new role. Yet what reason could I give for asking him to keep the news secret that would not be an evasion or a lie? Certainly I could not say my quest as Seeker forbade it.
Unless I told him that Dell had foreseen it.
I decided I was too exhausted to reason sensibly. I needed to sleep. I rose unsteadily and removed the heavy moss-coloured gown I had belted over my nightdress, then slipped between my cold sheets. Pulling the bedding up to my neck, I glanced over at the window. The shutters were open and the sun had risen high enough to cast a splash of light against the stone wall. For the first time in days, I heard the sound of birdsong. If my heart had not been so heavy I would have rejoiced and marked it as a good omen. As it was, I closed my eyes, shielded my mind and sank immediately into a deep, dreamless sleep.
I opened my eyes to see Rushton sitting on the side of my bed. He was looking down at me with such a hungry tenderness that my throat ached.
‘Oh please, no,’ I moaned, trying to wake from a dream that could only bring me pain.
The colour in his face drained, but only when he rose stiffly, whitely, did I realise that I had not been dreaming. Indeed, the position of the sunlight on the wall by the window told me that I could not have slept for more than an hour.
‘Forgive me if I presumed …’ he said, turning away towards the door.
With a strangled cry I threw back the covers and leapt out of bed to catch hold of him and pull him back to face me. The raw hurt in his eyes made me curse myself inwardly. ‘Rushton! I thought you were a dream!’
‘I see what pleasure such a dream would give you,’ he said stonily.
‘Listen!’ I cried, not knowing whether to weep or laugh. ‘Last night … this morning when you arrived, you looked so coldly at me that I thought you must have stopped loving me because of what Ariel did to you. So when I woke just now and saw you smiling down at me, I … I thought you were one of my daydreams come to torment me!’
He looked thunderstruck.
‘Coldly?’ He barked the word with such indignant fury that, despite myself, I shrank from him. He drew a long breath and fought for control before saying through gritted teeth, ‘I was trying to control my desire to come striding across the room and ravish you!’
My mouth fell open. ‘But you looked furious!’
He gave a strangled laugh. ‘I was furious! At myself for being unable to control how I felt. I am a man grown and the master of Obernewtyn. I am not a green boy! I have … responsibilities.’ The last word was spoken through clenched teeth. Then he gave a harsh laugh and added, ‘And apart from that, I did not think you would want me to make love to you with half of Obernewtyn watching!’
I felt my cheeks grow hot, but something hard and painful that had lodged in my chest was beginning to melt. ‘I thought you had found that you could not love me after all,’ I said softly.
He gave a hoarse laugh and reached out to stroke my cheek with the back of his fingers. Involuntarily I shivered and his gaze swept down over my thin nightdress and bare feet. With a muttered curse, he brought my slippers and a warm shawl and led me to the fire. I put them on and sat down, dumb with relief.
Rushton knelt to stoke the fire to life, and once it was done, he turned and looked up into my eyes. ‘Elspeth, how could you possibly believe that I would stop loving you?’ he asked gently. ‘I have loved you since I first set eyes on you and I will go on loving you until the breath goes out of me.’
I reached down to push a lock of heavy black hair away from his forehead and Rushton caught my hand and kissed it before moving to sit by me. ‘My love, you know by now, I think, that the ships must leave for the Red Land five days after darkmoon. I meant to arrive before the others to tell you, but it occurred to me I had better collect Garth on the way since we would need to hold a guildmerge as soon as it could be arranged.’
‘Zarak had just told me when you came in. He thought you were already here and that I knew,’ I said.
‘No doubt the change in timing was as much of a shock to you as it was to Dardelan and the rest of us. The minute we learned what was in the message Powyrs had brought, Gwynedd sent some of his riders off to the west to let his chieftains know so that they can amass their tithes in time. He did not go himself because he means to travel across to Herder Isle with the Stormdancer so he can speak with his kinehelt before we leave. I also sent word to Dameon to return in all haste for he will be needed here once I am gone.’
‘It will be good to see him again,’ I said, thinking of Miky and Angina, but also of myself, for it would grieve me not to be able to say a proper goodbye to the empath who was truly my dearest friend.
‘What is it, my love?’ said Rushton. ‘You look so sad.’
I shook my head. ‘What exactly did the message from the overguardian say?’
‘Simply that the Sadorian ships that will travel to the Red Land must depart Sutrium five days after darkmoon. It is fortunate that Gwynedd was in Sutrium when the news came, for the two high chieftains had only to concur that the Norse and Land ships should be readied to sail with the Sadorian ships. We were able to send Powyrs straight back with that message to Jakoby.’
‘You still intend to make the journey,’ I said.
‘I will, as will you, along with the next Red Queen.’
I gaped at him. ‘You know about Dragon?’
He grinned at my astonishment. ‘Do you not remember that you told Merret Dragon’s true identity when you were on the west coast seeking Domick? Merret spoke of it to me when I came to Sutrium weeks ago. She thought I knew.’
‘I only learned the truth when I was inside Dragon’s mind,’ I said, realising that I had told Merret about Dragon. ‘I wanted to tell you but the moment never seemed to come up and when I got back from Sador and found out that she had disappeared, I thought it would be better to wait until you returned to Obernewtyn to tell you. You guessed that I would want to go with her?’
He shook his head. ‘I realised at once that having Dragon with us must be the key to four ships being able to bring about the downfall of the slavemasters of the Red Land, since all true dreams of Matthew have made it clear that the enslaved people of the Red Land will not rise until their queen returns. But I had not thought of you accompanying her until Dell mentioned it in her missive asking Dameon to come to Oldhaven; she scribed about a futuretelling in which she had seen you with Dragon in the Red Land. I asked Dameon to get a fuller accounting of the futuretelling, and to ask Dell to scry for Dragon. I also sent out armsmen and knights to look for the girl but so far no one has found any sign of her. I am taking this to mean that she went west of the Suggredoon. Gwynedd has his people looking out for her as well, but it is my hope that when Dameon returns he will have her with him.’
‘I should have had people out looking for her but I was hoping she would come back of her own accord, with her memory restored,’ I admitted.
Rushton touched my face gently. ‘I am sure Dragon will remember all that she has forgotten, but it may be that she will not do so until we are travelling to the Red Land.’
‘Maryon also foresaw us together in the Red Land,’ I said.
‘I ought to be troubled at your going along on a journey that is likely to be a long and perilous one, and yet I can only think how sweet those long months aboard ship will be with you by my side.’
‘I would never have guessed it from your very cool missive,’ I said, unable to keep reproach from my tone.
He grimaced ruefully. ‘To scribe as I desired would have been a torment to me! It was hard enough to keep you out of my thoughts long enough to do the things I had to do!’
I laughed incredulously. ‘I had to forbid myself to think of you at all, save in the little while before I slept!’
‘And did you think of me, then?’ he asked in a voice gone suddenly low and thick. His eyes had dropped to my mouth and he lifted one hand and brushed a finger along my lips. ‘How these tormented my dreams,’ he muttered.
Fire seemed to run through my veins. ‘Rushton…’ I said, and he kissed me. Oh the sweetness of that long, soft, infinitely gentle kiss that was both a greeting and an affirmation. ‘Rushton,’ I said again for the sheer pleasure of speaking his name. With a muffled groan, he drew me wholly into his arms and his kiss deepened. I did not try to keep my head, or scold myself to be calm or careful. For the first time in my life, I abandoned control and gave myself utterly to the moment. I slid my hands under his shirt and over the hot tense muscles of his back.
‘Ye gods,’ he gasped and I was shocked at how much pleasure it gave me to rouse him. I had always been restrained before, even in the sweetest embraces, but I let my lips part under his and suddenly he wrenched himself from my arms, rising and walking away a few steps, tension in every line of his body. He turned and whatever he saw on my face made him utter a soft oath and return. ‘My love, Gevan is downstairs waiting for me. I thought it best.’
‘I don’t understand,’ I said stupidly.
He reached out to pull the shawl up over my bare shoulders and said gently, ‘My dearest one, I have always understood that you were not ready to make love with me. To begin with, when first we met, you were little more than a child. In truth it shamed me that I desired you. But I was happy to wait for the day when you would be ready for more. Indeed, you are no longer a child, and there has been much between us since that time. Yet I was … I am prepared to wait still. But after such a long parting, when you respond to my touch in such a way, it is very difficult to stop. I asked Gevan to wait for me because I knew it would restrain me.’
It was my turn to reach up and press a finger to his lips, silencing him. ‘It is true that I have not been ready,’ I said, ignoring the blood surging hotly in my cheeks. ‘But it has always been more a matter of fearing the closeness that comes with what happens between a man and a woman. You see, for me that joining will mean – it must mean – that our minds will mesh even as our bodies do. There would be no barriers. I would know all of you and you would know all of me, body and mind.’
He frowned. ‘I remember how terrified you were of meshing minds when we were trying to save you from the Zebkrahn machine.’
‘You promised not to mesh with my mind and you kept your promise,’ I said. ‘It is one of the things that made me love you. But if we made love, there would be no way to remain separate.’
‘I have done things in this life that shame me,’ Rushton said. ‘I have said and thought things that do not make me proud and it is not easy to imagine baring that to you. And yet to save me on Norseland, you entered the deepest places in my soul. I cannot believe there is more to me than you saw in that dark journey.’
I swallowed hard and forced myself to look into his eyes. ‘It is because of what happened on Norseland that I no longer fear what would happen if our minds merge.’
He looked long and searchingly at me, his expression changing to reflect his passing thoughts. I saw uncertainty and an unexpected vulnerability, but gradually, as he became certain of my meaning, passion flared in his eyes, making them glow like green jewels. He moved to take me in his arms and then he stopped and muttered with desperate humour, ‘Gevan!’
I wanted so badly to tell him to send the Coercer guildmaster away. The world was changing about us so swiftly and the fright he had given me earlier was too fresh in my mind to let him out of my sight. I felt that something would prevent what I suddenly wanted more than anything else in the world. Yet it was foolishness to feel so desperate when we were to travel to the Red Land together on a journey that would take many months. We would have days on end of the strange idleness of shipboard life, when no task or duty would be neglected if we stole time for ourselves.
A vision rose in my mind of us lying together in a ship’s berth, a porthole thrown open to a sky awash with stars, the sea lapping softly at the hull, and I drew a long ragged breath before saying, ‘You are the master of Obernewtyn and I am guildmistress of the Farseekers. There is much for us both to do ere the ships set sail for the Red Land and we will have time then to be all we can be to one another. For now, I think we must have a guildmerge before this day ends and both of us must prepare for it.’
He cupped my face in his hands and gave me a kiss that set my heart to pounding before saying in a laughing growl, ‘I have always done my duty willingly, but truly in this moment, the cost seems very high to me.’ He smiled crookedly and added, ‘We will hold the guildmerge at dusk, Guildmistress Gordie.’ He went out and closed the door quietly behind him.
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I wept a few foolish tears for I knew not what, before bestirring myself to bathe and dress for what remained of the day, for I was too wide awake now to stay in bed. I felt sluggish from the broken night’s sleep and the extremes of emotion I had experienced since Ceirwan had awakened me, but as I combed and braided my hair, I could only marvel at the knowledge that I had spoken the truth when I told Rushton I no longer feared merging minds with him. Of course he had taken my words to mean that, having seen his mind on Norseland, I had found the courage to allow him to see all that lay in mine. In truth I had meant that my recollections of what had happened on Norseland had shown me a way to keep my secrets even as I shared them with him.
Since Atthis had forbidden me to speak of my quest as the Seeker, I had always believed that a merging of minds with Rushton would be impossible. Indeed, if I had merged body and mind with him, as I had sometimes been tempted to do in recent years, Ariel would have gained access to all the things I had learned from Cassandra when he plundered Rushton’s mind on Norseland. But as we had been speaking it had suddenly come to me that, having entered Rushton’s deepest mind and dispatched Ariel there, I could fortify the strange, vast space inside him that was his Talent so that it could never again be invaded by the defective Misfit, even if he had another Domick to use as a battering ram. Then if I did merge minds with Rushton, I could simply use my coercive Talent afterwards to shift all that must remain hidden to that secret place inside him. I could even ensure that, after enough time had passed for it not to matter what he knew, he would remember everything. It would mean that no one could enter Rushton’s mind cavern until then but also that a day would come when he would understand exactly why I had to leave the Land and him.
I went to the window. It was late morning and the sun was still glistening on the sodden foliage in the garden below. I leaned out to relish the feel of it on my face and sent a probe to Ceirwan. I found the farseeker on his way to the kitchens to meet Elkar and Cinda to take them to visit the farms.
‘Introduce them to Katlyn and Grufyyd,’ I suggested. ‘They might even remain and take midmeal with them. I daresay Brydda will do the same and they can come back to the house with him afterwards. Nightmeal is likely to be somewhat later than usual for us, given that we are to have a guildmerge at dusk.’
‘You ken that already? Good. I have sent a rider down with your missive and message, and Tomash, Wila an’ Sarn are clamourin’ to talk to ye as soon as ye will it. I just saw Tomash an’ Wila headed for the kitchens. Do ye want me to send them up?’
‘Tell them to get their food and bring it up to my chamber. Ask them to bring me a bite to eat, too, would you?’
‘Elspeth, ye mun tell Rushton about Dragon as soon as possible,’ Ceirwan said.
‘It turns out that Rushton knows about her already. I forgot I had told Merret and she told him. Then he told Gwynedd and Dardelan and they have had people out looking for her.’
‘When did ye speak to him?’ he asked diffidently.
‘Just now,’ I said calmly, shielding my emotions. ‘He is hoping that Dameon will find Dragon in the west and bring her back with him.’
‘Maybe he will, for she might have gone to Oldhaven, if it was the only place she could remember,’ Ceirwan sent.
Wila and Tomash arrived carrying papers and maps but without food, explaining that they had not wanted to waste time waiting in the kitchens, but had asked Javo to send something up for us.
‘We must wait for Sarn, though,’ Wila explained earnestly, ‘because although I did most of the finding and copying out of the dream-book entries that touched upon the Red Land, and Tomash was down in the lowlands culling every bit of information he could from shipfolk, it is Sarn who has been putting our research together. She has a genius for it, truly.’
They were setting out their maps and papers still when there was a light knock at the door. A young farseeker entered, struggling under the weight of a tray laden with food. Tomash hastened to help him spread it out on a table by the fire, as I praised the lad. He listened to me in terror and all but bolted after blurting out his thanks. Wila gave me a look of amusement as I urged them to help themselves, then I told them bluntly Dragon’s identity.
‘Matthew knew it!’ Wila cried, half starting up from her seat. ‘In the dreams he kept referring to Dragon and the Red Land in a way I could never understand until now.’
‘Maybe he dreamed of you discovering it in Dragon’s mind,’ Tomash said, pushing his dark curls absently back from his face.
‘I think it is simpler than that. There are carvings of the queen where Matthew now dwells, and they strongly resemble Dragon. As far as I can tell, it was seeing them that let Matthew guess the truth,’ I said.
Wila gave a huff of excitement and abandoned her half-filled plate of food to rifle through her notes. She read out a true dream in which Matthew had gazed in shock at an immense wall carving of the Red Queen in the main square of the Red Land settlement. Then her eyes narrowed and she looked at me. ‘This was your dream?’
I nodded and Tomash said, ‘No wonder Matthew went from trying to force the Redlanders to rise against their oppressors, to plotting to steal a ship. I bet he was planning to fetch Dragon and bring her back to the Red Land!’ Then his face fell. ‘But what if he escapes before you arrive?’
I shook my head. ‘Since Matthew likely dreams of those he knew at Obernewtyn just as we dream of him, I think he probably knows that we are mounting an expedition to the Red Land, and given that Rushton and the others know Dragon’s true identity, he might even know that she is to come with us.’
I was unwilling to tell them that I had made contact with Matthew and that I had commanded the farseeker not to try to escape, because we had both been on the dreamtrails at the time. In truth it had been a brief and unstable encounter because Matthew’s presence there had clearly been the result of illness and he had no control over himself. I was not even sure if he had taken in my command. I had striven several times to reach him since, but unless Matthew learned to build a spirit-form consciously, the chance of meeting him again was slight. More recently, I had given up trying because of Atthis’s warning to avoid the dreamtrails.
‘Do recent dreams suggest that Matthew is still looking to steal a ship?’ I asked after a pause.
‘They don’t, in fact,’ Wila admitted.
‘Then he must believe we are bringing her,’ Tomash said. ‘It would be an ill thing, truly, if he were killed trying to escape. But here, what will happen if Dragon is not found before the ships have to leave?’
‘She must be found and she will be found, since both Dell and Maryon have foreseen that she and I will be together in the Red Land,’ I said firmly.
I had forgotten that neither of them knew I would take part in the expedition, and I let them gape at one another as I busied myself laying more wood on the fire. It struck me suddenly that if I was going to strive on the dreamtrails for Atthis, I might just as well try again to reach Matthew as well. Of course, the chances were slim that the farseeker would be in spirit-form at the moment I was seeking him, but if he could be warned of our plans he could prepare the enslaved Redlanders for the arrival of their queen.
Musing on the way in which a sick person could take on a spirit-form without consciously willing it, it occurred to me that a wounded person who was deeply unconscious and near to death might also drift close enough to the mindstream to shift spontaneously into spirit-form. If Angina had taken on a spirit-form without ever knowing it, and had come to me in his dreams, what had he been trying to communicate when he had asked me to use a black sword to save his sister?
Sarn arrived at last, grey-streaked hair tied carelessly back and her arms full of notes. The lines of concentration between her brows were deep as she set down her papers and began without preamble or greeting to explain that she had organised the information collected by the others into two main categories. One concerned the route to the Red Land, and the other was information about the Red Land.
‘I would hear the information you have that concerns the journey to the Red Land first,’ I said.
‘Remember that most of what I will tell you is drawn from dreams,’ she warned me. ‘That means any or all of my conclusions or extrapolations could be wrong or at least distorted. Some comes from gossip, which might also be untrue or exaggerated. The smallest portion comes from stories told by shipfolk, and of course this might also be exaggerated. But I have tried to make sure that all of the information I have incorporated has at least two sources.’
‘Go on,’ I prompted. ‘Start with how long the journey is likely to take.’
‘If all goes smoothly,’ Sarn said in her measured and slightly pedantic way, ‘the journey from the Land to the Red Land should take no more than three moons. It would take less time if the ships were able to cut across the open sea, but without a map to show the route, that is impossible. Our ships will follow the coastline of the vast landmass, of which Sador and our Land are a small part. The weather ought to be relatively mild until the Days of Rain set in, though given the weather of late, they may have come early this year. This is unfortunate because if the ships sustain any damage, the repairs will have to be made at sea, for the land beyond Murmroth goes immediately to black coasts and there is no possibility of landing.
‘There are a few inlets and little harbours where the ships might take refuge from weather, however, and where it would be easier to make repairs, but there can be no foraging on the land. Nor would it be wise to fish in waters so close to tainted land. The plan is to carry everything the ships and their crew need to reach the Spit, but if there is a delay because of the weather or the need for repairs, there will be no way to add to supplies. This means food will have to be rationed right from the start, since three months of food for such numbers will fill every finger of hold space. Incidentally, the weight of the supplies will make the ships more stable, but they will also sit low in the water, which will make them more vulnerable to high seas.
‘There is also the problem of fresh water. There is none to be had between the Land and the Spit, which means that all water must be carried. Unfortunately the ships cannot carry water enough for the length of such a journey, but the one certainty of travelling at this time is that it will rain and so the Land ship and the Norse Stormdancer have been fitted with rainwater tanks in the hold.’
‘Would it not have been better to have located the tanks on deck where they can catch rainwater directly?’ I asked.
‘The weight would be too great,’ Tomash said. ‘The ships would be top-heavy. I saw the tanks being put into Dardelan’s Voyager when I was in Sutrium. Rainwater will funnel into the tank through pipes running from huge waxed canvas buckets, and they will fill it very swiftly.’
‘What of the Sadorian ships?’
‘It was Bruna telling Dardelan that Sadorian ships have such tanks that made him arrange for the other two ships to be fitted out with them,’ Sarn said. She glanced down at her notes again. ‘The first stage of the journey ends when the ships come to the tip of the land known as the Spit. It is actually the tip of a long peninsula, which juts out from the end of our landmass and features a great, queer, wave-shaped rock. Most of the peninsula is darklands which eventually run back into Blacklands.’ She gestured to Tomash.
‘As you know, darklands are what we call Blacklands that have regenerated enough to be capable of supporting some mutated forms of plant and animal life,’ Tomash said. ‘There are patches of it here and there all along the black coasts, but since there is no way to tell how badly tainted they are the ships will not be able to stop there. The darklands around the Spit are supposed to be only lightly tainted but they are inhabited by some kind of savage mutant animals. The Spit itself is untainted but it is so salty that little grows there other than wiry dune grasses and low scrubby shrubs. However, there is a spring of fresh water that pools at the base of the wave rock. Further round the coast from the peninsula, the land goes back to black coasts and by all accounts the deadness goes on for thousands of miles until you come all the way back around to the Land and Sador. Of course no one knows for sure since no one has ever gone the whole way round.’
‘Tell me about the Spit settlement.’
‘There is no settlement,’ Sarn said. ‘Shipfolk go there only to get water and to trade. Each day there is a temporary market and at night everyone returns to their ships because the misformed beasts that dwell in the darklands behind the Spit venture out seeking water and prey.’
‘Only at night?’ I asked.
‘They cannot tolerate the sunlight, apparently,’ Tomash said. ‘It burns their eyes and their white skin.’
‘Why would these sea traders choose such an inimical place to buy and sell slaves?’
‘Exactly because no one claims it,’ Tomash answered. ‘Trading elsewhere would mean abiding by the rules and lore of that place, paying taxes or fines or fees. And what settlement would invite visits by traders who were also slavers? At the Spit the only rule is that all payments and exchanges arranged that day must be finalised by dusk. But more than slaves are sold or bought at the Spit markets,’ he added. He glanced apologetically at Sarn who nodded for him to continue.
‘I mean, ships do go there primarily because of the slave trade, but although gold coin is the commonest mode of payment, certain fabrics and dyes, rare ferments, fine jewels, medicaments or drugs of various kinds and even special handiworks are also used as payment. Slavers can take some of these goods in payment, knowing they can make a profit from them in their own lands. Others take their payment in coin and then use some of that to buy goods.’
‘I presume temporary stalls with these wares are set up as in Templeport?’
Tomash huffed. ‘I forgot to say that food is sold as well. Not just for eating but food to replenish stores for the journey home. Apparently each ship used to carry what it needed for the entire journey, which meant less room for slaves or trade goods, and if a trip took longer than planned, the crew might well starve. But in time, ships from closer lands began to offer food for trade at the Spit, knowing they could sell it for a good deal more than in some more hospitable place.’
‘Tell me, if you can, why the slavemasters bothered going to the Spit when they have an enslaved population in the Red Land?’
‘There is nothing to suggest it in the research but my guess is that the Gadfians were in the habit of going to the Spit markets to buy and sell slaves before they ever knew the Red Land existed,’ Sarn said. ‘I think a storm blew one of their ships onto the Clouded Sea, which lies between the Spit and the Red Land, and they managed to blunder their way across it to the Red Land. Or maybe they followed a Redland ship, though I doubt the Redlanders would have gone to the Spit, for there was no slavery in the Red Land until the invasion. But however the Gadfians got there that first time, all the shipmaster needed to do was to keep an accurate record of the journey, and it could later have been used to make a map. The slavemasters then invaded and took over the Red Land. By all accounts the Red Queen was a civil woman and no doubt she had treated these slavers well while they connived with her consul to overthrow her. I do not know whether the consul had any notion that the slavers meant to take over the whole of the Red Land, but that is what happened. Once they had control, there would have been no reason for the slavemasters to bother with the Spit markets, save maybe to sell off the occasional load of troublesome slaves. Better to turn a profit, after all, than to simply kill rebellious Redlanders. But in recent times the slavemasters have been attending the Spit markets again, trying to buy as many young healthy male slaves as they can.’
‘You refer to the order for a great number of slaves placed by the White-faced Lord,’ I said.
‘There have been many mentions of the distant land of the White-faced Lords, and their ruler.’
I nodded absently. ‘I suppose we must assume that no matter how many the slavemasters purchase at the Spit markets and offer from the Redlanders, they will not get enough to fulfil this order, else they would have no cause to invade us. Do we know exactly how many slaves the White-faced Lord wanted?’
Sarn shook her head. ‘At least two thousand. An army of slaves.’
‘What I can’t help wondering is why the slavemasters agreed to take such an enormous order in the first place,’ Wila said, buttering a slice of bread. ‘Did they really think Salamander’s ships would bring so many slaves from the Land?’
‘Maybe they did, in which case Salamander’s arrival with the news that the supply from the Land has been cut off might be the very reason the slavemasters decide to invade us,’ I said.
Tomash looked thoughtful. ‘The thing that puzzles me though is why this White-faced Lord did not go directly to the Spitmarket rather than using the Gadfian slavemasters as intermediaries. It would cost a good deal less, surely.’
‘The slavemasters have many hundreds of young male Redlanders they can offer to start with, while the envoy would have to spend many moons at the Spit to come up with two thousand slaves,’ Sarn said. ‘And where would these be housed and how should they be fed and watered? The White-faced Lord who placed the order might have sent a fleet of ships to hold them, since that is what it will take to transport the slaves back to his land anyway. But those ships and their crews would have to sit idly at anchor for months while the slaves were collected, or shuttle them the apparently vast distance to their own land. Coming to the Spit would mean crossing the Clouded Sea, which is by all accounts a dangerous stretch of water swathed in perpetual mists and studded with stone teeth capable of biting a hole in the hull of a ship.’
‘And only the slavemasters know the way across the Clouded Sea,’ Tomash said, eagerly.
Not only they, I thought, for the Beforetimer Cassy had made that same journey in the other direction. Probably the Red Queen had given her a map to show her how to negotiate the mists and shoals of the Clouded Sea. It was even possible, I thought suddenly and with a touch of excitement, that this might be the information Cassy had carved into the safe-passage statue in Saithwold.
Wila said, ‘They may not even have known about the Spit to start with, since the ships from the land of the White-faced Lords originally came to the Red Land looking not for slaves but for a rare ore that is mined there. The White-faced Lord aboard made an agreement with the slavemasters to collect a load of it once a year. Over time, the White-faced Lords’ envoys began to show an interest in Beforetime books and maps and specialty slaves – that is, slaves with specific abilities.’
‘Talents?’ I asked sharply.
She shook her head. ‘Slaves with a gift for calculation, or those who could scribe well or had a gift for building things or designing them. They would pay very well for slaves like that, or ones that could draw things that looked real, or who could dance or sing or play an instrument exceptionally. The slavemasters began seeking such slaves at the Spitmarket, knowing they could be resold at a profit to the envoys of the White-faced Lord. After the White-faced Lord came to the Red Land, an envoy was sent to collect the ore whenever necessary.’
‘But it was the White-faced Lord that ordered the slaves?’ I asked, thinking of my dream.
She narrowed her eyes. ‘As far as we can tell, that was only the third time a White-faced Lord had come to the Red Land, and it was not the original one. The one that ordered the slaves was young while the original White-faced Lord was an old man.’
‘His successor maybe,’ I murmured. ‘The envoy offered coin for the ore and the slaves?’
‘They paid in gold coin sometimes, but more often in pearls for the ore, but when the order was given for the slaves, the payment was to be made in machines,’ Wila said.
‘Machines?’ I echoed, wondering if I had heard her aright.
‘I thought that would interest you,’ Sarn said with a faint smile. ‘It is never bluntly and simply said in any dream, but there is no doubt that the White-faced Lords possess and use Beforetime machines and devices.’
‘If this is true it may be that their civilisation was not so completely devastated by the Great White as other places,’ I said, thinking of Jacob’s dream of a city that had survived the fall of the Beforetime.
‘It may only be Red Land rumour-mongering,’ Wila put in, giving Sarn a look that told me she disputed the other woman’s conclusions.
‘It may,’ Sarn agreed imperturbably. ‘Yet we know that the White-faced Lord’s envoys brought a machine to the Red Land to refine the ore they buy. Slaves work it, but they are overseen by a White-faced Lord. We can surmise from this that either the White-faced Lords wish to keep the workings of their machine secret or, more likely, the skill required to understand them is beyond the slavemasters. A second proof of the White-faced Lords’ mastery of machines are the weaponmachines fitted in the slavemasters’ ships. These undoubtedly came from the land of the White-faced Lords and they may have been given as initial sweeteners.’
‘Wait, did you say that one of the White-faced Lords travels to the Red Land to oversee the ore-refining machine?’
‘He remains in the Red Land,’ Sarn said. ‘But there is another thing. Those weapons aboard the slavemasters’ ships sound similar enough to those on Salamander’s Black Ship for us to assume that they, also, came originally from the land of the White-faced Lords.’
‘Was it not the height of stupidity for these White-faced Lords to give weapons to the slavemasters?’ I marvelled. ‘How did they know the weapons would not be used against their own ships?’
‘A question Matthew also asked in one of the dreams,’ Wila said. ‘The answer he got was that there are even more deadly weapons aboard their own ships. One envoy is said to have demonstrated a weapon that caused the sea to boil, though whoever told Matthew only saw this in the sleeping mind of a slavemaster, so we cannot be sure if it is true.’
‘What need have these Lords of an army of slaves if they have such weapons at their disposal?’ I asked.
‘It may be that these shipboard weapons are the only kind they possess. Or maybe they have some taboo against using the weapons in their own land. It is impossible to know. According to the information Matthew has garnered, the order for the slave army originated with the brother of the ruler of the White-faced Lords. The slave army is intended as a gift for him to use against a troublesome people whose land borders that of the White-faced Lords.’
‘I am amazed by how much information you have managed to glean about the White-faced Lords from dreams about Matthew,’ I said.
Wila shrugged. ‘It is because Matthew himself has been striving to learn all he can of them. He would have got a lot more information if he had been able to look into the thoughts of the White-faced Lord who remains in the Red Land, but it seems the man wears a face paint that inhibits Talent and keeps very much apart from the slavemasters.’
‘Face paint?’ I repeated.
She nodded. ‘Apparently it is the custom for the ruling class in the land of the White-faced Lords to wear masks to prevent their facial expressions revealing anything of their thoughts or feelings, because they value impassivity almost as highly as honour. But those with superior self-control eschew the masks and use paint, trusting muscle control to hide their expressions.’
‘Do you think this paint is deliberately used to inhibit Talent?’ I asked.
‘So far as Matthew has been able to learn, the White-faced Lords are ignorant of Talents,’ Wila answered. ‘Matthew thinks that it is just a coincidence that the paint used to mask their faces contains some ingredient that blocks Misfit Talents.’
I found myself wondering very much about these White-faced Lords.
As a child I had not thought that there were any people left on the Earth save for those who dwelt in the Land, but year by year I had learned more about the world. I learned of Sador and of the decaying Gadfian settlements not far from the desert lands, and then of the Red Land and the more distant thriving Gadfian settlement that had spawned the slavemaster horde. In addition there were stories of other people from lands too distant or settlements too small for me to form any clear picture of their location in relation to the Land; and now there was the land of the White-faced Lords where they understood and used weaponmachines.
‘Are Salamander, the White-faced Lords and the Gadfian slavemasters the only ones who travel to the Red Land?’ I asked.
‘These days they are,’ Sarn said. ‘It seems a lot of small ships used to travel from settlements in lands on the other side of the Clouded Sea to visit the Red Land. Apparently the Red Queens were traditionally hospitable to visitors. But after the Gadfians took over, they regarded any ship as an easy source of slaves. I suppose that after a time when those who set out for the Red Land did not return, people from those other places began to avoid it.’
‘That is what I feared,’ I muttered, abandoning a half-formed notion of suggesting to Rushton and the others that our four ships land at the Red Land separately, and pretend to be from somewhere other than the Land, in case Ariel had them keeping watch for us. That would only have worked if there was plenty of shipping putting in at the Red Land.
At least it was unlikely that the slavemasters would regard four ships as dangerous enough to be attacked outright, and we might avoid deaths or injuries by asking for a parley. This would enable us to get Dragon safely ashore, though if Ariel knew about her and had warned the slavemasters, there was a real risk that she would simply be killed to prevent her causing a revolution.
Another thought occurred to me. ‘We have assumed that the slavemasters will come here because they can’t fill the White-faced Lords’ order in time, but wouldn’t they simply ask for more time?’
‘They might do if they were dealing with anyone else,’ Sarn said. ‘Except the White-faced Lords regard any failure to fulfil a contract as an offence that requires punishment. The recorded dreams show an older Redlander telling Matthew of a mine collapse that meant the ore for the White-faced Lords could not be produced in time. This was before the refining machine was brought to the Red Land. The White-faced Lord aboard the ship that came for the ore announced he would destroy all of the slavemasters’ ships. Luckily for the slavemasters, there was a child slave which the White-faced Lord had wanted to buy the year before and had been refused because it was the slavemaster’s own son. The child and its mother were offered to the White-faced Lord as an apology, and the ore that year was given as a gift. The White-faced Lord accepted only because he deemed that the barbarian slavemasters had not hitherto understood the seriousness of a contract made with a White-faced Lord. But in future, ignorance would be no excuse. As you can imagine, the failure to honour an agreement to provide a slave army would be seen as a far greater breach of contract.’
I nodded. ‘If the destruction of all ships would be the least of their punishments, it is no wonder the slavemasters would prefer to mount an invasion rather than admitting they have failed to fulfil the contract. But even if the slavemasters were to learn this very day that there would be no more slaves coming from the Land, and boarded their ships at once to come here and make war on us, they could hardly manage to secure a victory, round up all the slaves they need and return to the Red Land in less than a sixmonth. By then, would not the White-faced Lords have returned for their army?’
‘The journey would take them less time than it will take our ships, because the slavemasters have devices that would enable them to cross the open sea,’ Wila said. ‘Nor have we been able to establish clearly how much time they have to fulfil their contract. But the fact that Maryon and this Sadorian seer insist our ships must set off very soon if we would avoid an invasion suggests the slavemasters would set off within a threemonth to come here, if our ships did not arrive to prevent it.’
I folded my arms, calculating. ‘So they might have, what, seven or eight months to fulfil their contract?’
‘I would guess closer to a year and it may be longer,’ Sarn said.
‘How do you think these White-faced Lords will react to the freeing of the Red Land,’ I asked.
‘It is hard to tell,’ Tomash said. ‘Although the White-faced Lords are rigid and punitive, they are fanatical about honour and it would hardly be honourable of them to hold the Redlanders to account for a contract broken by the slavemasters. What might be a problem is if they regard themselves as aligned with the slavemasters. In that case their honour will require them to retaliate against the Redlanders, and there is little doubt that they would crush them, given that their ships will be armed with weaponmachines.’
My own thoughts switched to Ariel, for while he might want to warn the slavemasters about us, it had just struck me that he would not want to do anything that would see me slain since, by his own reckoning, he needed me. Whether or not he knew of the signs and messages Cassy had left for me, he certainly knew that I had or would have the means to gain access to Sentinel. Indeed, he was likely to contrive to have me delivered into his hands if he could manage it. Dragon, too, if he had foreseen that she had information that would enable him to get to Sentinel.
I thought of what Maryon had said about certain people being keystones, and how they were like two heavy stones in a blanket that could hardly avoid coming together, and suppressed a shudder at the thought of Dragon falling into Ariel’s hands.
Wila said, ‘I think the key to dealing with the White-faced Lords is to negotiate with the one that dwells in the Red Land. As long as all care is taken to do no harm to the refining machinery or to him during the uprising, the Redlanders can ask him to speak on their behalf to the other White-faced Lords when they arrive. At the worst, they can divest him of his paint and mask and you can coerce him.’
‘I have just had a thought!’ Tomash said. ‘We have always wondered how Salamander and Ariel managed to make contact with the slavemasters in the first place, and how they found their way to the Red Land, but what if they originally met one of the slavemasters at the Spit? Ariel could have coerced directions for crossing the Clouded Sea from him! He could even have coerced the slavemaster into leading them across the Clouded Sea and introducing them to the other slavemasters on some pretext. All Ariel would need was to be near them and he could have coerced whomever he wanted, just as he did with the inner cadre of the Herder Faction. He could even have made the White-faced Lords’ envoy give Salamander those weapons he has on the Black Ship.’
‘I never read anything in the dream-books to suggest Salamander or Ariel had any dealings with the White-faced Lords, though I suppose they must have met the one who stays there to supervise the refining process,’ Wila said.
Sarn said rather dreamily, ‘I have always wondered about Salamander and what he wants. After slaving and raiding ships for so many years, he must be wealthy beyond the wishful dreams of ordinary men and women, yet still he slaves. Can he truly want more and ever more wealth?’
Tomash said, ‘Maybe he gets the same nasty pleasure as Ariel does out of causing pain to other living things. That is an appetite slaving could feed very well.’
‘I think we would know what Salamander wants if we knew why he hides his face,’ Wila murmured.
‘The White-faced Lords would probably like him if ever they met him, because he wears a mask, too,’ Tomash said.
I stood up and turned my back to the fire to look at them. ‘Perhaps you have hit upon the perfect solution for crossing the Clouded Sea, Tomash,’ I said. ‘Since we are to go to the Spit, why not wait there until one of the slavemasters weighs anchor and coerce him into leading us across the Clouded Sea? Dragon and I could actually move to the slavemaster’s ship and get ashore before anyone realises it. If Dragon can rouse up her people, the slavemasters would then have too much on their hands to worry about four ships sailing in. We will make a point of suggesting it to the guildmerge later today.’
‘I heard that you and Dragon were to travel with the expedition, but I am afraid that everyone is so focused on the final destination that they are underestimating the difficulties you will face at the Spit,’ Sarn said drily. ‘Those who travel there are slave traders first and foremost, whether or not they have other goods to trade. If you want to avoid being seen as potential slaves, you will have to bring your own goods to offer.’
‘I am assuming that those of us who are not shipfolk will pretend to be slaves. In fact that might work perfectly if we coerce a slavemaster, since we can make sure he buys us!’
‘If a slavemaster happens to come in while you are there,’ Sarn said. ‘And you should not discount the difficulties of the journey from here to the Spit. Once the weather worsens, it will be a rough passage. Remember that Maryon spoke of four ships setting out for the Red Land, not of four ships arriving there safely.’
‘I do not make light of any of it, Sarn, but truly there is little we can do about the journey to the Spit, or across the Clouded Sea, for we will all be in the hands of the shipfolk. Do we know how long it will take to make that final crossing?’
Tomash answered. ‘Matthew mentions in one dream that it took Salamander three days in calm seas, so far as he could tell from inside the hold.’
‘All right, let’s move on to what you know of the Red Land,’ I said.
Sarn riffled through her papers. ‘We have prepared a map, based on shipfolks’ maps and what we have gleaned from dreams, but it is freshly inked so we could not bring it up here without damaging it. I can describe it, however.’
I gestured for her to go on.
‘In the approach from the ocean, the Red City, which seems also to be the only city in the Red Land, is hidden behind what appear to be high cliffs of reddish stone, so that the coast seems unassailable. But there is a narrow channel cut through them that opens into a vast, tranquil bay. From that side, one can see that the cliffs are in fact a great natural wall of stone rising up around the margin of the Red Land all along the Clouded Sea. That is the way our ships will have to come. The Red City sprawls all about the bay and, given that the entire population of the Red Land dwells there, it is many times larger than any Land city. Its streets are a labyrinth of curves and spirals and the buildings are largely of red stone. There are few green or verdant places, though there is apparently plenty of fresh water. It sounds as if the settlement was a good deal more fertile in the time of the Red Queen. Matthew speculates that this is because the slavemasters dwell in a place where there is little greenery and so they do not regard plants as anything but fodder or medicine.’
The Red City being conjured up for me bore little resemblance to the city I had seen in Dragon’s dreams, save for the redness of the stone used for building. Dragon had dreamed of a palace and a garden atop a hill, for one, though the Red City lay on flat terrain, but dreams tended always to portray real things as they felt rather than as they truly were. It was not surprising that Dragon had lifted her beloved mother and her home to the top of a hill, nor that she would remember her city as being gracious and beautiful.
‘What lies beyond the Red City?’ I asked.
‘A dry stony plain girdled by a broken arc of rocky hills. The mines are within these hills. There used only to be a couple of them, but once the refining machine was set up, the demand for ore increased, leading to a whole series of mines being sunk. Beyond the hills is a great plain split here and there by enormous fissures. Beyond that is an enormous sandy desert and beyond that, barely visible, is a range of mountains. Beyond are said to be more desert lands. The Red Land is vast but the whole of it is barren of water save for the area around the Red City, which is built on a great number of springs.’
‘No wonder they all live there,’ I said. ‘Do we know where the slaves are quartered within the settlement? And what of the refining machine and the dwelling place of the White-faced Lord who tends it?’
‘I do not know where the White-faced Lord dwells, but the map we have created shows the location of the ore-refining shed. As for the slave quarters, all slaves, whether they are enslaved Redlanders or foreign slaves, have their own dwellings within certain regions of the city, and within them they are relatively free, though no one may venture elsewhere without the permission of one of the slavemasters. The slaves come each day to their place of work even as a free person might do, save that they have no choice in what they do and they receive no payment.’
‘A strange kind of slavery,’ I mused. ‘But how are they fed and clothed?’
‘Mostly they tend to their own needs,’ Sarn said. ‘They have garden plots where they grow food and the slaves have various skills such as weaving, and barter amongst themselves for the things they need. I think it had to be this way because there are ten times as many slaves as slavemasters. Indeed, rather than seeing them as slaves in the traditional sense, it might be better to regard them as a people ruled harshly by a small powerful upper class of despotic and privileged masters who demand complete obedience and submissiveness. So long as people perform their tasks, and obey all rules, they may otherwise do as they will. Of course there are many constraints and rules and the penalties for transgression are severe, but it may be that this limited freedom is the reason for the passivity of the Redlanders.’
‘That or the knowledge that anyone who gives trouble is sentenced to labour in a mine hard by the lair of a mutant beast or sent to the Spit to be sold on,’ Wila added.
‘I have dreamed of Matthew speaking about this beast,’ I murmured. ‘I wonder that it does not come out of its lair and rampage about the city.’
‘Maybe it is too well fed to bother,’ Sarn said grimly. ‘Indeed, keeping it sated may be another reason the slavemasters send miners to work in the adjacent mine.’ She drew a long breath. ‘Well, I think that is probably as much as will be useful to you in the guildmerge.’
I frowned. ‘I take it the map will not be ready in time for the merge?’
Sarn shook her head.
‘Then in that case you had better come along to the guildmerge so that you can describe the layout of the Red City.’ Her cheeks were flushed with excitement as the three of them began to pack up their papers and notes. I thanked them, adding, ‘You have done good and important work. In truth I cannot begin to imagine how you got so much from the dream-books.’
‘It is not only from them or from the shipfolks’ tales,’ Sarn said. ‘I had been working for some time on a compilation of stories about the Red Land when you assigned me this task after your return from Sador, along with Wila and Tomash. It was a small matter to combine the two projects.’
‘It is only a pity you do not have the time to extend your research to Norseland and Sador,’ I said. ‘I am sure they would have their share of tales about the Red Land.’
Sarn’s eyes flashed and she said, ‘You speak of a matter that is dear to my heart, Guildmistress. With your permission, I would go to the Norselands and to Sador to see what else I might discover. Indeed, I wanted to propose just such an expedition at the last Farseekers meeting, but I feared that I would be judged too old for it.’
‘Never would I allow anyone to forbid you to go if you feel up to it,’ I said. ‘But the guildmerge might vote against it because the knowledge you gather will be too late to be useful if we have already set off for the Red Land.’
‘Is knowledge only a thing to be made use of, like a broom?’ Sarn asked tartly. ‘Besides, if we help the Redlanders reclaim their land, will there not be a friendship between us thereafter, so that any information we have about them and their past would still have value?’
I smiled inwardly, thinking that she might be older but her brain was as sharp as ever. ‘You are right, and if you wish it, you may present your proposal to the guildmerge this afternoon, since you are coming anyway.’
‘You will give my proposal your support?’ Sarn asked eagerly.
I nodded. ‘In fact, I will suggest that you travel with the Norselanders when they return to Herder Isle in a day or so, otherwise you will have to wait until spring to go across the strait. Unless you do not desire to go so soon.’
Sarn’s eyes lit up. ‘Guildmistress, I would give half my heart to make such a trip, and the sooner the better.’
I smiled. ‘Then prepare yourself to present the matter persuasively.’
‘I will,’ the older woman said, rising with a grunt of effort. She shot me a suspicious look and added, ‘In my youth, adventuring was not possible because of Councilcourt restrictions.’
‘Adventures are seldom as desirable as one imagines,’ I said mildly, and heard the bleak note in my own voice.
Sarn had the grace to look slightly abashed. As she and the others left, I heard Tomash asking Sarn diffidently if he could go with her. I smiled as I closed the door behind them and crossed to the window for a breath of air.
The sun still shone and the sky was a clear cloudless blue save for the faintest haze of purple-grey across the top of the mountains. I could hear laughter and chatter and the sound of birds chirping. It was an irony that now that we were to cancel the moon fair, the weather should turn so pleasant and peaceful. My mind drifted to the long, deep dream of Cassy I had experienced the previous night.
I had always assumed I would have to locate and journey to Old Scotia to deal with Sentinel, but the conversation between Cassy and the older Beforetime teknoguilder Doktaruth made it very clear there had been two Sentinels: the experimental one developed at the Govamen complex which had been on the verge of being tested, and another Sentinel in some remote place, which was to be the permanent and completed version. If I was right in my guess that the testing of Sentinel had somehow resulted in the Great White, then it must be the experimental Sentinel that had malfunctioned. The dream answered other questions, too.
I had never been able to understand, given the terrible devastation of the Great White, why the Balance of Terror weapons had not destroyed the whole world, including Sentinel. Nor had I been able to understand how Sentinel could become dormant after unleashing the Great White, and remain that way until the Destroyer woke it, if I failed to ensure it could never be used again. Obviously the original Sentinel had been destroyed, and my quest concerned the other Sentinel, which had never been wakened.
I had always wondered why Cassy hadn’t dealt with Sentinel when she entered the Govamen compound to free the Beforetime Misfits being held there. Obviously she had known that the real Sentinel was somewhere far away. I did not know how she knew where it was, but she must have known or later worked out the location, else she could not have been able to leave her clues. It was also possible that Cassy had got one of the Misfits who possessed coercive Talent to find out its location.
Or maybe neither she nor Hannah had known exactly where Sentinel was, but one or both of them had foreseen that I would find it.
It occurred to me then, with a little shock, that their picture of me and my life must have been as incomplete and mysterious as my picture of their lives, for it too would have come from dreams and visions. It was a strange thought.
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Guildmerge began at dusk and lasted deep into the night.
The first thing Rushton did was to announce Dragon’s true identity, though I doubted there was anyone at Obernewtyn who had not heard by then that she was the long-lost daughter of the Red Queen, fallen or thrown from a slave ship and washed ashore on the west coast, where I had found her. I was slightly uneasy at having her identity so openly talked about, despite the fact that Ariel had left the Land. By the time he would be able to use his Talents to penetrate the minds of those travelling with the four ships, the battle for the Red Land would be joined. There was no point in fretting over it – Ceirwan had told me in the afternoon that the meal tables and halls had been abuzz with the news by midmeal but no one knew about her connection to my quest as the Seeker.
Rushton went on now to say that since the Redlanders had sworn not to rise until their queen returned, it might be that the main task of the four ships would be to bring her safely to her people, who would then rebel against their oppressors, thereby preventing the foreseen invasion. I had been surprised to find that this was not acceptable to everyone.
‘The return of the queen is a legend among the Redlanders, and people don’t expect their legends to come to life,’ Garth said repressively. ‘Maybe they will refuse to accept Dragon or say the legend referred to her mother.’
‘The futureteller foresaw that they would rise,’ said the Coercer guildmaster Gevan, flicking a look at Maryon who sat across the dark-polished table from him, eyes half lidded.
‘The futureteller foresaw only that if four ships leave this Land to travel to the Red Land, the slave takers will not come here,’ said Christa, as if her mistress were not sitting beside her.
‘But obviously the best way to avoid an invasion is for the Redlanders to overthrow the slavemasters,’ Gevan said irritably. ‘How else could four ships prevail against the slavemaster horde? Indeed, until we knew Dragon’s true identity, I did not see the sense of the venture.’
‘It would be just as well if th’ lass were not th’ heart of th’ futuretelling, since no one kens where she is,’ said one of the two Teknoguild wards who had accompanied Garth, a young highlander named Fell, with fierce eyes and thin lips. The Teknoguildmaster had told me before the merge began that he meant to raise the lad up to guilden at the next choosing, to replace Jak. I was less convinced he was a good choice but maybe it was only his dour manner that put me off. At least in the Teknoguild there were several guildens rather than just one as in the other guilds.
Rushton let talk dwindle, then he rose and told of the search he had initiated for Dragon, ending with the news that he had asked Dameon to bid Dell scry for her.
‘The fact that Dell and Maryon have seen Dragon in the Red Land along with Guildmistress Gordie of the Farseekers means that both of them will have to be aboard the ships when they depart,’ he said. There was a little buzz of surprise at this casual announcement that I would travel to the Red Land, but to my relief, no one lifted a hand to ask why I should go. No doubt they felt that if futuretellers had seen it that was reason enough. Despite the fact that this assumption served me well, I could not help but chafe at the reaction, which implied that I had no say in the matter.
And do you? asked a dry inner voice.
‘Who will be master of Obernewtyn in your absence, Rushton, if you and the Farseeker guildmistress are to go on this expedition?’ demanded Roland. Beside him sat Kader, who had replaced the healer Kella after she chose to remain in Sutrium to run the Healing Centre there.
‘The Empath guildmaster will serve as chieftain of Obernewtyn Shire, as it will be styled after the moon fair. Linnet, Gevan and you, Roland, will act as Dameon’s councillors and the coercer-knights will serve as his armsmen. Of course Ceirwan will serve as guildmaster of the Farseekers in the absence of Elspeth Gordie.’
When Rushton called for a break so that food and drink could be brought in rather than all of us trooping off to the kitchens for nightmeal, I leaned over to ask Ceirwan,‘Did you know Rushton meant to go ahead with the moon fair?’
Ceirwan sat forward. ‘Dardelan is determined to formalise Obernewtyn’s status as a settlement afore Rushton leaves, an’ he wants it done during th’ moon fair so that as many people as possible will witness it and carry the word to the rest of the Land.’ He broke off to accept a mug of mead and a slice of bread and cheese from a tray carried by one of Javo’s helpers. Then he went on. ‘Dardelan reckons those who have nowt yet dared reveal their Misfit powers will gain courage from knowing there is a whole province where Misfits have their own chieftain an’ live in peace.’
‘I thought the idea was to ensure that there were Misfits in all provinces of the Land,’ I said. ‘Will this not make us a target for hatred?’
‘No more so than Zarak’s da in Saithwold, or Kella, who is now mistress of the Healing Centre at Sutrium,’ Ceirwan said. ‘Then there is Oldhaven in the west. From what Garth told me, I think the high chieftains want enough Misfits in positions of power for those with a prejudice against us to think twice.’
‘I understand from Zarak that Misfits are still being specifically targeted by the robber gangs,’ I said.
‘Aye, an’ so we will go on being targets so long as there are renegade Hedra an’ soldierguards to fan th’ flames of hatred an’ prejudice towards us. Speaking of that, Dardelan believes ordinary peaceable-seeming folk must be working secretly with the gangs, feeding them information about the movement of Misfits for their attacks on our kind to be so unerring. He is going to use a spy to see if he can learn who is at the back of it.’
‘A spy,’ I echoed flatly.
‘It would not be like Domick,’ Ceirwan said.
I said nothing to that. It was impossible to think of Domick without grief and guilt. We had sent him to spy on the Council soon after Rushton had claimed Obernewtyn, and the doing of it had damaged the coercer, estranging him from us and from Kella, whom he loved. Eventually it enabled Ariel to use him against Rushton, and I sometimes wondered if a part of Rushton had not been glad of the pain Domick caused him, because it would expiate some of the guilt he must feel at the part he had played in the destruction of a man who had been one of his first allies and closest friends at Obernewtyn.
‘No good can come of spying,’ I said. ‘It is not only what happened to Domick that makes me say so. Look at poor Noviny. According to Zarak he never truly recovered from spying on Malik’s men. Rushton should have spoken against any sort of spying when Dardelan proposed it.’
Ceirwan rested a hand on my arm. ‘He did, Guildmistress. But it was one of Dardelan’s staunchest armsmen who proposed the idea an’ volunteered for th’ task. Dardelan merely accepted his proposal.’
A tray of small pies was offered and I took one and bit into it. It was delicious and had a spicy flavour that made me wish I had taken two, but the tray had been carried off and Rushton was urging everyone to return to their seats. Javo’s people filed out as Rushton called the merge to order and then he asked me to present the research my guild had undertaken into the Red Land. I did so, asking Sarn to answer questions and elaborate when it seemed necessary, and to describe the map. There was some talk afterwards about most of the things we had already discussed that morning, except that Garth rose to say that some of the books brought back from Herder Isle contained maps, and might be of some use if they could be orientated. Sarn asked him to have them sent to the Farseekers hall and she would have Tomash see if there was anything in them, for maps were his passion.
Sarn then farsent a silent enquiry, and when I assented, she proposed a limited farseeker expedition to the Norselands for the purpose of adding to her research into the Red Land. As I had expected it was swiftly pointed out by Gevan that the information would be of little use to those who had already left for the Red Land, but Sarn answered him much as she had done me, and when the vote was taken, her expedition was approved. She sat back in her seat, her face flushed with triumph.
Then someone asked if it was true that the moon fair would go ahead, despite the date of the expedition to the Red Land being brought forward.
‘It will take place as planned,’ Rushton confirmed. ‘It will be run across three days, beginning on darkmoon night and ending at dusk three days later. I know some of you are concerned about the timing, but Obernewtyn has issued its first invitation to the whole of the Land and I believe it cannot be rescinded without harm. And why should it be when most of the preparations are well enough in hand not to hinder what needs to be done for the expedition? Like Dardelan, I believe it is important for outsiders to see how things are done here in an atmosphere of tolerance, celebration and merriment that does not affect our efficiency. It is my desire that those who have attended will speak of what they see and hear and experience in the days to come with pleasure and admiration and maybe even a little envy, and you can be sure that will only improve the reputation of Misfits throughout the Land. Aside from all else, a choosing is overdue and performances have been planned for the occasion which deserve to be seen and heard.’
‘When will Dardelan come up?’ Zarak asked.
‘He will arrive on darkmoon but the three chieftains required by the Charter of Laws to establish a province and invest a new chieftain will arrive on darkmoon eve. One of them will be our own Khuria. The ceremony of investiture will be held during the opening ceremonies on the first night of the moon fair. Another reason for completing the formalities to make me a chieftain is that it will require four chieftains and a high chieftain to start the process to make Oldhaven a shire. As soon as I am officially a chieftain, I will be able to propose it and ask that Dell be invested as Oldhaven’s chieftain. The formalities can then be undertaken in our absence.
‘Unfortunately Dardelan will probably have to ride back to Sutrium straight after the investiture, but we will send as many of the supplies we have promised for the expedition as are ready to be transported to the lowlands with him and his armsmen.’
‘Which other chieftains will come up?’ someone asked.
‘Elii of Kinraide and, from the Westland, Rolf of Halfmoon Bay,’ Rushton said.
I drew in a little breath of pleasure at the thought of seeing Rolf, who had helped me rescue Domick from the Herder Faction. His appointment as chieftain of Halfmoon Bay had been well deserved, though it had startled him greatly and he had argued against it to begin with. By all accounts his people were well satisfied with him, though I did not doubt the less honourable chafed under his insistence on fairness and equality. I knew Elii, too, though I had never been sure if he recognised me as one of the orphans he had long ago guided on dangerous expeditions to collect whitestick. He had been a hard, strange youth but he had kept all of his charges safe when other guides had not and by all accounts he was a good chieftain of Kinraide.
The talk shifted to the robbers who preyed on travellers, as Rushton explained that another reason for sending our tithe down to the lowlands with Dardelan was to ensure its safe arrival in Sutrium. ‘No matter how the robbers may lust for the supplies we send down, they would not dare to attack wagons escorted by twenty or so armsmen and two chieftains and a high chieftain.’
‘Two chieftains?’ someone echoed.
Rushton nodded. ‘Chieftains Rolf and Elii will travel back down the road with Dardelan but Khuria will stay on a little longer at Obernewtyn.’ Rushton cast a look at Zarak who managed to look pleased and mortified in equal measure as Rushton continued. ‘As to the safety of those who undertake the long journey to Obernewtyn, Dardelan has agreed to have armsmen patrolling the main road throughout the moon fair.’
There was a little clamour of talk but I raised my voice to ask, ‘Is Radost connected to the robber gangs as we have heard rumoured?’
The sound of talk faded as people stopped to hear what Rushton would say, and he gave me a look in which something flickered that made my heart pound. But he said calmly enough, ‘Radost may be behind them. Certainly they were never so organised or so focused upon Misfits before his escape from the Councilfarm. But if so, it seems likely that he has been getting information about travellers from ordinary folk who do not like the rise of Misfits in the Land or who fear him and his cohorts. From what Dardelan has been able to ascertain, the information is coming from Sawlney.’
‘Then surely that bastard Jude is behind it,’ Gevan snarled.
‘Jude?’ I echoed blankly. ‘But he was sentenced to the Councilfarms ages past.’
‘He should have been but no one would accuse him and Dardelan’s Charter of Laws requires an accusation before a person’s guilt or innocence can be judged,’ Rushton said. ‘Even his bondmate, Ylane, would not speak against him. As you know, she left him, but she claims not to want her children to grow up knowing their father is in a Councilfarm. More likely she fears he will revenge himself on her somehow, whether or not he is locked up on a Councilfarm. Nor is any coercer permitted to examine Jude to find out if he is colluding with the gangs, unless someone accuses him.’
‘Do you think Brocade is working with him?’ I asked, thinking of the soft fat chieftain of Sawlney, with his love of luxury.
Rushton shook his dark head and I had a disconcerting flash of myself pushing the hair from his forehead. I had to force myself to concentrate so that I could take in his answer to my question. ‘Chieftain Brocade is no lover of Misfits, but equally he dislikes confrontation. While ostensibly he and Jude are friendly enough, Jude’s workers are loud-mouthed troublemakers and Jude himself violent and unpredictable. In all, he is a difficult and dangerous man whom I believe Brocade fears to alienate but would like to be rid of. You can bet Jude knows all of this, for as well as being vicious he is clever.’
Though I was troubled by the news that Jude was free still, a night of broken sleep and high emotion was beginning to take its toll on me, and my mind drifted from Jude and poor broken Ylane to Radost and Analivia. The rider who had carried my missive to her had returned even as the bell had begun ringing a summons to guildmerge. The bell was new, having been gifted to Obernewtyn by Elkar on behalf of the Norselanders, and hearing it, I had stopped in wonderment to listen to its clear soft tone. That was when the rider found me with the news that he had been unable to deliver my missive to Analivia because she had been absent from her brother’s house. I asked what he meant by absent and he told me that Bergold had said blithely that his sister was ‘a-roaming as is her wont’. He did not know where she had gone nor when she would return, though she had promised him that they would attend the moon fair at Obernewtyn so that he might finally behold the magi performance he had long desired to see.
The messenger had gone on to tell me that he had delivered my spoken message to Iriny, who had agreed to meet me as I proposed. That meant I would have to get up and ride down to the watchhut overlooking the pass to the mountains before sunrise the next morning, since I had been fool enough to ask for a dawn meeting.
Javo had risen now and was listing the supplies that could be got ready to be sent to the lowlands by the time Dardelan left Obernewtyn and I suppressed a yawn. When this topic had been exhausted, Rushton asked each guild to present their list of potential expeditioners. I forced myself to pay attention as the names were read out.
Most of those who would travel to the Red Land were coercers and healers and empaths but there were no beastspeakers, no teknoguilders and no futuretellers. These guilds were to be represented only as secondary Talents.
Nor were any horses to go. Alad spoke against it, pointing out the beasts would have to endure the journey in which they would take up space and consume food and water without being able to offer much in exchange, since the settlement in the Red Land was within walking distance of the shore. If we needed mounts within the city, there was a kind of sturdy long-eared pony native to the place that could be asked to help us. Rushton called a vote and it went in Alad’s favour. This last had woken me up because Gahltha would have to come with me. I debated asking that an exception be made in his case, but decided it would be better done privately, after the guildmerge, when I had time to think of a reason for my request.
Maruman would need to come with me, too, but being small he would need little in the way of food and water or space, and I doubted anyone would make a fuss about his presence. In fact I thought it likely he would be expected to accompany me.
If only he would return.
Garth rose to argue that since his teknoguilders were the only ones with any chance of understanding the mechanism of the weapons aboard the slavemasters’ ships, should they need to be dealt with, two teknoguilders ought to be included on the list. Besides this, he wished one of the teknoguilders to request a visit to the land of the White-laced Lords, after the confrontation between the Redlanders and the slavemasters was over.
The Teknoguildmaster’s request did not surprise me. I had seen the flush of excitement rising in Garth’s plump cheeks when Sarn had mentioned the White-faced Lords’ interest in machines and Beforetime devices.
Rushton told Garth sardonically that he was pleased the Teknoguildmaster had such faith in the quest of the four ships to rid the Red Land of the slavemasters that he would make plans for the aftermath, but that it might be better to wait until peace had been won first. Garth asked somewhat hotly when teknoguilders were ever likely to have the chance to make the long and difficult journey to the Red Land again and Rushton had to concede the journey was long and that ships from the Land would seldom travel thence. It was suggested by Gevan that two teknoguilders might replace two other names listed, so long as they had a strong secondary Talent for coercivity or farseeking.
A long, sometimes heated discussion ensued before the final list was approved, then Christa rose to ask all guildmasters to send those listed to the Futuretellers hall on the morrow, so that they could be fitted with suitable attire. After she sat down, Gevan rose to remind us that each expeditioner should visit the Coercers hall to choose a weapon.
I knew the meeting was nearing its end when Alad rose and went to the door leading to a tunnel that ran directly to the outside. Traditionally a beast would speak on behalf of the Beastguild at the end of each guildmerge. I expected to see Rasial enter but to my great surprise it was the mountain pony Avra who came into the circular guildmerge chamber. Ceirwan saw my reaction and farsought me that the Beast guildmistress had returned to the farms that very afternoon with her foal, now named Theral, which meant ‘fleet’.
The mountain mare moved to the sandbox provided for beasts and greeted us in signal speech and by beastspeaking. Then Alad rose and went to stand with her to translate her beastspeech into ordinary speech for those who lacked either. Avra said in her grave sweet mindvoice that the Beastguild concurred that equines had no place on the long sea journey to the Red Land but she requested that three smaller beasts be permitted to accompany us. She proposed a dog, a goat and a cow, arguing that the latter was large but wise, and had agreed to be milked during the journey, as her calf was on the verge of being weaned. The goat too was a female with a kid she had just weaned, and so both could contribute materially to the expedition. Avra added that the dog had fought with the horses during their historic battle against Malik’s men in Saithwold, and was prepared to do so again.
Using signal speech but also speaking aloud, Rushton responded. ‘Well do I understand that these beasts will offer enough to warrant their place on this journey, and I do not oppose it, only I wonder what is your intention in sending them, Beastguildmistress?’
‘They would be emissaries / messengers of freedom,’ Avra sent and signalled. ‘The three will tell beasts of the Red Land how things are done / arranged in the Land / in Sador. They will tell / suggest that the same might be achieved in the Red Land. Some of the funaga that go will have the ability to beastspeak, but a freebeast from a land where beasts are free will show how animals can equal humans/work with them.’
Rushton glanced about to see that no one had raised a hand to speak and then he said that his only concern was that there seemed to be no cows in the Red Land, in which case a cow would stand out. There were, however, goats and dogs. Avra countered by suggesting that two goats accompany us, and the dog.
As a vote was taken, I studied the mare, wondering what it meant that she had brought her foal to Obernewtyn now. I could not believe the timing was an accident and my instincts told me this visit had more to do with my quest than the expedition. Like most beasts, Avra knew me as Innle of beastlegend, and believed that I was to lead beasts to freedom from humans, and though Gahltha had not said so, I guessed she knew that he was the Daywatcher and my guardian companion. Was it possible the black stallion had sent word to her that the time was nearing when he would have to leave Obernewtyn with me, and she had come, wishing to see her mate one last time before we departed?
Gahltha knew that I had been told I would never return to the Land once I left it, and he must understand that this meant it was unlikely he would return either. Had he told Avra that? Would it grieve her to see him go? It was hard to tell, for she had left Obernewtyn and Gahltha to take their foal to run with the wild herd soon after it was born and relationships between horses were different from those of human couples. The instinct of horses to pair bond was powerful, but unlike wolves and swans, they did not mate for life. Once a foal was born and weaned, a mare might form an attachment with another stallion and conceive another foal to him. Yet it had always seemed to me that the relationship between Avra and Gahltha had been unusually strong. Not that it was a subject I could talk about to either of them. Indeed, I would have to make sure my curiosity was shoved well to the back of my mind before I saw Gahltha again.
A count was made of hands and it was agreed that the dog and goats would accompany us aboard the ships. Avra thanked the merge and then Rushton concluded the meeting. Alad turned to accompany Avra out and I farsought him to ask Zade to carry me down to the watchhut on the morrow. He immediately asked if something was wrong with Gahltha. I sent that there was nothing amiss, but that it had occurred to me that he might like to spend the day with Avra and his son.
I lingered as the room cleared, waiting for Rushton to come to me, but the minute the doors to the guildmerge had been thrown open, Brydda strode in and demanded Rushton tell him all that had been decided over a large supper. Rushton threw me a half-amused look before surrendering himself to the Black Dog.
I noticed Ceirwan watching me, and felt the heat in my face, but before I could utter anything idiotic, he farsent that he was glad to see that things were well between us. As he came towards me I felt a wave of affection for the guilden, who did not pry but only asked if I would go to the kitchens as well. I shook my head, telling him that the rider he had sent down to the White Valley had returned to say Iriny would meet me at dawn in the watchhut above the pass, and I needed to get some sleep.
Ceirwan wrinkled his nose. ‘Dawn!’
I nodded. ‘I know, but it was my idea. At least it is not still raining, and with luck it will be a fair day again tomorrow.’
‘I’ll have Javo organise some food for ye to take, since th’ watchhouse pantries are always picked clean,’ Ceirwan said.
Aside from being weary after the long merge and conscious that I would have to get up very early, I wanted to try to contact Atthis on the dreamtrails, but when I entered my chamber, I found Cinda sitting by the fire warming her hands. She rose immediately, smiling, and I crossed the chamber to greet her, feeling guilty that I had not spent any time with her that day. She shook her head to silence my apologies and held out her hands to me. I took them, surprised when I entered her mind to find that she was already imagining us in a mirror image of the turret room, seated before an imaginary fire. As I drew her to sit down in reality, she apologised for entering my chamber uninvited, saying Elkar had been carried off by some of the teknoguilders to visit their caves but she had preferred to wait to see me, for she had heard that I meant to ride out early on the morrow. After a time she had come to the Farseekers hall and one of the farseekers had bidden her come up to my chamber to wait.
‘You look tired,’ she said contritely. ‘But I wanted to see you because we will be leaving tomorrow morning as well, and I feared that I might not have another chance to say goodbye.’
‘Oh no,’ I said. ‘I had not realised you meant to go so soon.’ I made a mental note to let Sarn know before I slept that the Norselanders were leaving the next day. Then I got out the little comb I had set aside to give her as a gift. She exclaimed over it with delight and admired the cloak pin I had chosen from my jewellery for the shadow Ursa, who had set herself before me, offering her life as a shield when we had faced the Hedra on Herder Isle. Then I asked whom they would travel with down to Sutrium.
‘Some of the coercer-knights will go with us and also the same armsmen of High Chieftain Dardelan’s who escorted us up here.’
I nodded my approval. ‘I am so glad you came, though you were not able to stay long. It is a pity I did not bring a jug of something for us to drink a farewell toast.’
‘But we have something!’ She pointed to a tray set on the mantelshelf. ‘The girl that bade me come up here sent it a little while later. There are sweet buns and hot mulled ferment, although I fear they might be cold by now,’ she added regretfully.
It was nothing to tip the ferment into a pot and heat it. When it was steaming I poured two mugs and we each took a sweet bun. As we ate in companionable silence, I thought how pleasant it was to sit and eat and drink with someone who liked me and yet was not in awe of me. And Cinda had a calm, restful manner that seemed to soothe all of my anxieties. I thought how Maruman would have liked her, and regretted that they would never meet. From the cat my thoughts turned inevitably to Dragon, as I wondered yet again where she was.
‘She is a beautiful child for all her rags and dirt,’ Cinda’s image said, and I saw that she had taken a memory of Dragon from my thoughts and reproduced her within the imagined turret room. I gazed at her bedraggled form with mingled regret and frustration.
‘That is how she looked when first I met her,’ I said, then I altered her image so that she looked as she had done the last time I had seen her, when I left her with the healer Kella, to travel to Saithwold.
‘Is she truly queen of the Red Land?’ Cinda asked.
Instead of answering, some impulse made me summon up a memory of the play and the song Miky and Angina had long ago made about a sleeping princess. They had used Dragon’s image for the princess and Cinda gasped to see her lying asleep on a flowery bier. When the part of the story came that showed the prince who wakened the sleeping princess in the story, I was startled to see that instead of having Dameon’s face and form, as in the empaths’ performance, staged to honour their guildmaster, the blind prince bore a striking resemblance to Matthew. I found myself explaining how the unformed feral child had fallen in love with the immature youth that Matthew had been, his head too full of heroes and heroines for him to recognise her worth.
‘He was very cruel to her,’ I said aloud.
Cinda shook her head. ‘Maybe he was only afraid. Love feels very dangerous sometimes.’
I stared at her, remembering my initial dislike of Rushton, who had been a man when I was still a child. Only later had I understood that I had feared what he made me feel, being unready for love. What made Cinda so wise? Was it the result of so much suffering?
‘I do not think suffering inevitably leads to wisdom, though I think it can teach compassion,’ Cinda’s image murmured. The fire cracked and outside I heard the wind in the trees. ‘Do you think she loves him still?’
I shook my head. ‘I think what Dragon felt for Matthew was only a child’s infatuation. She was very young and he had been kind and attentive to her while he had been helping to teach her to use her Talents. She mistook his kindness for love.’
‘Do not say only to what a child can feel, for do you not recall how powerfully you experienced emotion as a child?’ Cinda asked me very seriously. ‘We do not cast off childhood like the skin of a snake. It remains within us, even as we grow. It is the heart and core of us. And a child’s love can grow into a woman’s love.’
‘Perhaps, but Dragon has forgotten Matthew along with everything that happened to her since I found her on the west coast,’ I said. ‘It may be that she will never remember what she felt for him and I can’t help but feel that would be for the best.’
‘Maybe Dragon went to the west coast when she disappeared because she hoped it would help her to remember what she had forgotten. It must frighten her to have forgotten so much,’ Cinda’s image replied.
I was a little staggered to realise that I had never once considered how Dragon might feel at being told over and over that she had forgotten great portions of her life. Rushton had been convinced from the start that she had gone back to the west coast where I had found her, and it shamed me that I had never guessed that she might have done so in the hope of retrieving her memories.
If she had gone to Oldhaven, Dameon would be the best person to try to convince her to return, for although she had forgotten everything, Dragon had been no more immune to the blind empath’s gentle charm than anyone else.
‘Do you think she will remember much of the Red Land? Even if her memory is restored, she must have been very young when she was taken from it,’ Cinda said.
‘Whatever she remembers or not of the Red Land, she is its queen,’ I said, thinking of what had been discussed in the guildmerge. ‘When her people see her, they will know who she is immediately because she bears a striking resemblance to her mother, whose face is carved here and there about the Red City. I think once they see her there, they will rise against the slavemasters as they have always sworn to do.’
There was a knock at the door, and we heard Elkar say, ‘I am sorry to disturb you, Lady Elspeth …’
‘Come in,’ I called.
‘I am looking for …’ he stopped, seeing Cinda rise from the seat by the fire, and smiled, saying, ‘I thought you might have come here, my love.’
I offered him the last of the ferment but he declined politely, saying his head was still spinning from his hours with the teknoguilders, and that was only partly the result of the mead they had been drinking. ‘Sometimes it truly seemed to me that they do not think of this world we live in now, with all its wonders and difficulties, but only of the world destroyed by the Great White.’
Cinda laid her hand on the Norselander’s arm and moved her fingers in what was obviously a question, for Elkar gave me an apologetic glance and began flicking his fingers. I bent to put more wood on the fire, giving them a moment of privacy, and stifled a yawn.
Presently Elkar said, ‘Cinda tells me you are riding out at dawn tomorrow, so it seems we must say goodbye now.’
‘I might get back before you leave,’ I told them, ‘but it would be as well to say goodbye in case I do not.’ I suddenly felt all the sorrow of my looming departure from the Land, to which I had been told I would never return. This time it was I who reached out and took their clasped hands in mine. ‘It has been an unlooked-for pleasure to see you here, my friends, and though I wish it had been a longer visit and that I had more time to spend with you, I am very grateful you came and more than glad to hear how well things are progressing for you and for all the others in the Norselands.’
‘Lady Elspeth, it aches me that I must say a final goodbye to you,’ Cinda said, speaking through the image in her mind.
I responded using my own image so that she alone heard my words. ‘Someone once told me that even the wise do not see all things, and what they do see may be misunderstood. Perhaps we shall meet again, even if not in the Land.’
She smiled to hear herself quoted, but her eyes were sad. ‘I will hope for it with all my heart and I wish you well in the days to come and pray that all may be as you desire.’ She embraced me and I felt how very slender she was in my arms. There was not truly much more flesh to her now than when I had first set eyes on her in the chamber of the One in the black city on Herder Isle. Her true strength had always been of heart and spirit, rather than of flesh and muscle.
When she released me, Elkar embraced me too and then they went out together, leaving me alone.
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I had just drifted to the borderland of sleep when a memory brought me abruptly awake: I had once seen a map showing the whereabouts of the weaponmachines that had destroyed the Beforetime.
Lukas Seraphim had rebuilt Obernewtyn at the end of the Age of Chaos, while his bondmate, the coldly beautiful Marisa, had pursued her fascination with the Beforetime. Buying Beforetime books and other forbidden artefacts, she had eventually unearthed a pre-holocaust map showing what she had believed to be the weaponmachines that had destroyed the Beforetime, but which I now knew must have shown the whereabouts of Sentinel.
How Marisa had found a map showing the secret Sentinel complex and how she had managed to orientate Beforetime maps to the world that existed now, I could not guess, but eventually she had destroyed the map and all of her own maps and notes identifying its location in relation to the Land. But she had been too much of a scholar to destroy knowledge utterly. She had cunningly concealed the directions to Sentinel in a pattern, which she arranged to have carved into the border of a set of heavy wooden doors being made for the front entrance of the newly built Obernewtyn.
Her son’s ward, the brilliant but defective Alexi, had got wind of Marisa’s discoveries and had very likely killed her in his efforts to get his hands on the map references that would lead him to Sentinel, believing it to be a weaponmachine. Marisa never revealed her secrets to him but eventually he had hit upon the idea of exposing Misfits with forbidden defects – futuretelling or empathic Talents – to Marisa’s books and possessions in the hope that they would be able to tell him the whereabouts of the map. There were plenty of Misfits at his disposal because the original master of Obernewtyn, Lukas Seraphim, had made some arrangement with the Councilmen who ruled the Land to take over the care and keep of convicted Misfits in exchange for labour.
After the death of his foster father, Alexi’s adoptive brother Stephen Seraphim had become master of Obernewtyn. Alexi and his accomplice Madam Vega had contrived to prevent anyone knowing that Stephen Seraphim was mentally defective since this would cause Obernewtyn to revert to Council ownership. Stephen Seraphim had been completely under the sway of the pair, and they had done as they chose. Ariel had joined them at this time. There had been a rumour that he was Alexi’s son, but Rushton had told me that the rumours had originated with Ariel, who had not liked anyone mentioning the fact that he had been a Misfit. Rushton said he had started out by making himself useful to Alexi and Madam Vega by spying on the other Misfits and reporting those who might be concealing useful Talents.
I thought it likely he had also used coercion to make them accept him as an ally and to gradually raise him from his Misfit status. I did not think he had possessed more than an inkling of awareness of his Talents back then, or he would have done much more and much worse than he did do. Nor did I think he knew when he began serving Alexi and Madam Vega that he had the potential to locate and wake the ancient weaponmachines that had destroyed the Beforetime. Most likely the knowledge of the dark possibilities in his future had come to him little by little as he began to understand what Alexi was trying to learn from Marisa’s research. Indeed, this might have been how he had become the Destroyer, with the capacity to find and to wake the weaponmachines that had caused the Great White, and to bring a final doom to the world, if I failed in my quest.
As to when he had known what I was, that was harder to tell. It might have been when I had found myself strapped to the Zebkrahn machine being tortured to see if that would enable me to gain the knowledge Alexi desired from his stepmother’s papers. A partial mind link with Rushton had enabled me to bear the pain to which I was subjected, until the device had overheated and exploded into flames, burning my feet and legs terribly. The agony I had experienced had wakened the potent black killing power that lay at the bottom of my mind like a coiled and sleeping serpent, and it was this power, I understood now, that had enabled me to see not only the original map that Marisa had destroyed as well as the specifications carved in the doors to Obernewtyn, but also the very place they indicated: the murk-filled chasm where Sentinel stood. Horrified at the thought that someone might find the weaponmachines that had destroyed the Beforetime, I had contrived to have the original doors to Obernewtyn burned after we took over.
I had not known until afterwards that the central panels around which the doors had been built had been brought up to the mountains by gypsies and sold to Marisa, nor that they incorporated a list of instructions from Cassy – a list of directions that, once unravelled, were to lead me to all I would need to destroy Sentinel. I had been forced to revisit the doors on the dreamtrails to learn what they were. In retrospect it was a pity I had not taken a rubbing of the border where Marisa had concealed her directions to Sentinel, as well as the markings on the central panels, because all I knew for sure about its whereabouts was that it was far from Old Scotia in what had been a remote part of the world in the Beforetime, and that it had been close to or at least on the same landmass as another Govamen complex called Eden. This, according to my most recent Beforetime dream, was where two of the last flamebirds had been sent, who were distant ancestors of Atthis and the Agyllians.
I marvelled at this for a time, and then my thoughts returned to the White-faced Lords as I wondered if it was possible that Sentinel was situated in their distant land. How strange if, instead of being isolated and abandoned as I had always imagined, Sentinel lay at the heart of a thriving community, unrecognised for the deadly force it was!
Following the play of firelight on the curved roof, I thought about Cassandra’s key. I had no idea of the role it was to play, given that the memory seed Cassandra had left in the Sadorian Earthtemple was supposed to contain all I would need to get into the Sentinel Complex. Perhaps just as the memory seed was not truly a seed, Cassandra’s key was not truly a key, after all the word key had possessed a number of meanings in the Beforetime. The letters scribed upon the little blocks in the control panel of a computermachine, which were the means of communicating with it, were called keys, and the process of tapping instructions with them had been called keying. The chart of symbols and distances that made sense of a map was also called a key, and maybe there were other meanings as well.
Irritated by the fact that I was now thoroughly awake from thinking about my quest instead of advancing it by speaking with Atthis on the dreamtrails, I had to remind myself that I had abandoned the idea of attempting it this night when I had found Cinda in my chamber, knowing it would be too late to seek out the dreamtrails when I had to get up before dawn. Besides, I had no desire to disturb Gahltha when doubtless he was with Avra.
If I was honest with myself, a part of me had been terribly distracted by the possibility that Rushton might come to me. In the wake of our early morning conversation and what I had so boldly invited, the prospect of a visit from the master of Obernewtyn was as disturbing as it was thrilling, and thinking of it had caused me to lie tossing and turning like a fool for a good hour after the Norselanders had left.
I sighed again, wishing I had simply asked Rushton outright if he would come to me that night, but when the others crowded around him I had restrained myself.
‘And why?’ I muttered restlessly. ‘Why am I always so careful?’
I had no sensation of falling asleep, but suddenly Gahltha was in my mind urging me to wake, telling me he was waiting outside the front entrance to Obernewtyn to carry me down to the watchhut.
Seeing that the sky was already the starless deep blue of predawn I muttered a curse and leapt up to splash my face with water and clean my teeth then I dressed and tied my hair back into a rough tail. I shivered as I stepped into the chill air of the unheated stairwell, despite wearing a thick, quilted vest, a warm woollen scarf and gloves and the new coat Maryon had gifted me, still pungent with the oil that had been rubbed into it to prevent the fabric from taking in water. Most of the candles had burned out in their sconces but there was light enough for me not to break my neck hurrying down the steps and across the Farseekers hall, and some restless and zealous futureteller had lit fresh candles along the halls to the main entrance.
‘I asked Alad to send Zade,’ I sent mildly to Gahltha, after I told him I was on my way.
Most beastspeakers were unable to communicate with beasts unless they were close to them, but my farseeking and coercive Talents enabled me to beastspeak at a distance. I would not have done so if Gahltha had been on the farms, since it would have woken every other beast between us, unless I had expended considerable effort to shield it, but it was unlikely that there would be any beast within the house that I would disturb.
‘I am not the only one who will guard you this day,’ Gahltha sent.
I was about to ask if Zade had come with him when I reached the front entrance hall and noticed a small bulging pack standing neatly on a table that had been set by the front door. A brief examination revealed that, as I had guessed, it was the food Ceirwan had promised. I hefted it onto my shoulders before pushing wide the great door that had been built to replace the two heavily carved doors that had contained both Cassy’s instructions and Marisa’s secrets.
Outside it was very still and cold. Veils of mist hung in the frigid air, and in the east, the indigo shadows of treetops loomed against a paling sky. In the greater dark cast by the buildings behind me, a circle of buttery gold light fell around the lamppost that stood a little distance from the steps. Just beyond it was the shining blue-black form of Gahltha.
‘Greetings Elspethlnnle,’ he sent coolly.
I sighed, realising he was offended. I went down the steps and through the lamplight to him and stroked his long, soft nose. ‘My dear friend, I asked for Zade only because I wanted you to have time with Avra and Theral,’ I beastspoke him.
‘We three rode/grazed together yesterday, stabled together last night,’ Gahltha sent, but his tone had thawed. ‘Now Theral is with the funaga LouisLarkin and with Linabeastspeaker so that they can teach him the signalspeech that will allow him to speak with funaga who cannot beastspeak. That is Avra’s purpose in bringing him here. Avra waits for you / us outside the gate to the barud. She will ride with us.’
I was startled at how much his speech had taken on the traditional rhythm and cadences of pure equine beastspeech after spending time with Avra. I was glad the mare would ride with us and wished I had thought to suggest it instead of offending Gahltha by asking for Zade.
‘It is long since we three have ridden together,’ I sent, as I mounted him.
It did not take us long to canter down the dark curving road and out through the main gate. I noticed that there was still a good bit of water lying about in great dark puddles. It would take a sevenday of sunshine before the sodden earth absorbed them and I wondered how the ground was about the tents that had been pitched for the moon fair.
Avra was grazing a little way along the road that ran back from the main gate to the farm gate, but she was immediately alert to our presence, lifting her head and giving a soft neigh of greeting before trotting up to us. I had barely beastspoken my own greetings when I realised there was a second horse waiting, a large dappled-grey mare I had never set eyes on before. Neither Avra nor Gahltha showed any surprise at seeing her and when she greeted me as ElspethInnle, giving her own name as Falada, I understood that she had been waiting for me, too. She was not an Obernewtyn horse, but neither did she look like one of the small sturdy mountain ponies that made up the majority of the wild herd. I was about to ask where she had come from when the Sadorian tribesman Ahmedri stepped out from the trees behind her.
As he bowed in Sadorian fashion, I noticed with surprise that he had a bulging saddlebag thrown over one shoulder.
‘You are returning to the desert lands?’ I asked, wondering if, hearing that I was to travel with the ships to the Red Land, he had realised that there would be no time for me to help him locate Miryum, if indeed she was being held prisoner.
But Ahmedri shook his head. ‘I heard that you would ride out before dawn this day, and I swore to remain with you until you led me to my brother’s woman.’
I was taken aback. ‘But I am only going down to the watchhut!’
‘That is what the Beastspeaking guildmaster told me, but the overguardian bade me stay with you until my brother’s woman is found,’ Ahmedri said stubbornly.
I gritted my teeth to stop myself snarling that I had merely meant that he might stay at Obernewtyn when I had agreed he could remain until Straaka’s bones were found. Had I realised the tribesman would interpret my words as meaning he could stay with me specifically, I would never have uttered them!
‘You had better mount up then, for I am late already,’ I said through clenched teeth.
I did not wait for him to settle himself on Falada’s back before bidding Gahltha walk on. The black stallion willingly set off along the road leading down to the pass, and after a little he broke into a canter, for the road was wide and smooth. Avra cantered on his left, and to my irritation, Falada and Ahmedri flanked us on the right. The tribesman rode as well as his brother had done, but I was too irritated by his presence to say a civil word to him.
It was nearing dawn and growing light when the horses slowed to a walk so that they could pick their way around several deep runnels in the road that had been created by the heavy rain. The exertion of the ride had warmed me nicely and I had also ridden off the worst of my bad temper, yet I had no more desire to speak to the tribesman than he appeared to have to speak with me.
‘I hope you have not spoken to your funaga / Ahmedri of me as Innle,’ I sent to Falada.
‘It is not for the funaga to know of Innle,’ Falada responded placidly.
‘The funaga do not understand / guess when they hear us speak of Innle,’ Avra told me. ‘They think of a joke / game.’
I doubted that the grim-faced Ahmedri would believe that Falada had elected to give me a pet name when we had just met, but fortunately he did not understand beastspeech so he could not hear how she addressed me. Nor was I able to imagine him asking the mare questions about me. He was the sort of man who would prefer to believe his own eyes and trust to his own experiences rather than relying on someone else, and his whole mind and will were clearly bent on fulfilling the task set for him by the Earthtemple. I was no more to him than a means to an end. I wondered uneasily whether he would actually insist on accompanying me to the Red Land, since he had been commanded to remain with me. It would be ludicrous, since neither Miryum nor his brother’s bones could lie in that distant land. But I had a horrible sinking feeling that Jakoby would allow the tribesman a berth aboard one of the Sadorian vessels when Bruna told her what the Temple guardian had said to him.
When the way was clear and smooth again, I urged Gahltha into a gallop, glad that the road had narrowed so the other horses had to ride behind us. The next time we slowed to a walk, the sky was suffused with red and ruddy gold and it was in that moment it came to me that I could ask Atthis where Miryum was being held and by whom when at last I sought her out. The ancient bird might even tell me the whereabouts of Straaka’s bones, thereby freeing me from the intrusive tribesman.
Tonight, I promised myself, and I beastspoke Gahltha to tell him of my intention to travel the dreamtrails to see if I could make contact with the oldOnes, and to ask if he would accompany me.
‘I am the Daywatcher, ElspethInnle,’ Gahltha responded. ‘I will be your guardian and your shield.’
The sun was rising when we reached the part of the mountain road that followed a spine of rock that brought us high above the silent forest. From this point I could see the cleft in the mountains that marked the pass to the highlands and the lookout tower that rose up above the roof of the watchhut and the surrounding trees, from which it was possible to see down into the pass. It would have been difficult to see it if you did not know where to look, and impossible if you were coming up the road, but coming down the road with the sun rising, a wedge of red-gold sunlight sliced through jagged mountains peaks to all but highlight the watchhut.
As soon as the road dropped back down into the trees, a stream emerged to cut directly across it, forming a crossroads of water and earth. The stream was usually little more than a narrow rill and in summer it sometimes dried up completely, but it had evidently been swelled by the rains.
Gahltha stopped and bent his head to drink. I slid off him and knelt to scoop some of the icy water to my own mouth. Avra was drinking too, and after a hesitation, Ahmedri got down from Falada and stood watching while she drank. Rising, I wiped my hands dry on my trews, and on impulse, asked the tribesman if he had been to the White Valley yet, since that was where his brother had fallen.
‘Bruna pointed it out as we passed but we rode directly to Obernewtyn,’ he answered stiffly, glancing at me under his heavy brows before his gaze returned to the swift-running stream. It was still cold enough that a thin wreath of mist hovered over the water, turned to golden gauze where the sun touched it. I marvelled at the difference between Ahmedri and his brother. Straaka had been an easy companion because, while he too had been a man of few words, there had been warmth and an attentive kindness in his manner that the dour and taciturn Ahmedri lacked. The latter also had a haughty, rather suspicious manner that made me feel he doubted every word I spoke, though it was not fair, perhaps, to imagine these things on the basis of two meetings.
I was careful to keep resentment from my tone when I said, ‘I asked because we are not far now from the watchhut and my meeting there is about a private matter that will take some time. It may be better if, instead of simply waiting, you rode down to the White Valley. You need only to follow the main road through the pass, and then take any of the trails leading into the valley. There are teknoguilders living and working there and any one of them will be able to take you to the place where your brother died. You might even discover something that the coercer-knights failed to note, which could help us understand what became of Miryum and Straaka’s body.’
The tribesman gave me an unfathomable look but said nothing. Shrugging, I pushed my way into the trees growing along the bank of the stream, knowing it would bring me to the meadow at the edge of which the watchhut had been built. It had been decided not to clear a proper path from the main road to the watchhut or do anything that would make it obvious to any approaching rider that there was a turn-off, in order to protect those at the watchhut, but this meant it was impossible to ride once you turned from the road. It did not trouble me to walk. Gahltha came after me, followed by Avra, and when I glanced over my shoulder, I saw with a sinking heart that Falada and Ahmedri were bringing up the rear instead of adopting my suggestion that they went down to the White Valley.
It was still night in the shadows under the trees where the slanting rays of the newly risen sun did not yet reach, and the scent was all wet greenery, wet earth, wet stones. At one point the canopy closed over our heads completely, turning the track into a dim tunnel, and the chill mist that floated over the stream thickened, making the air icy. I drew up the hood of my coat and tried to distract myself from the cold by listening to the beastspoken conversation of the horses behind me. It focused on the manner in which humans and equines had of necessity to depend upon one another in the desert lands. Avra was asking Falada if she did not find this dependency distasteful, but the desert mare appeared to find the question meaningless.
‘It is no different/harder to rely on a funaga companion than on a beastfriend. All are individuals with individual strengths and flaws,’ the mare sent mildly. I was fascinated, for her nature truly seemed utterly different from her rider’s, and I wondered how they had come to choose one another. In truth, the desert mare impressed me, and I thought she had impressed Avra, too.
It was not more than a half hour before the stream flowed out of the trees and across a meadow that glistened in the pale early-morning sunlight. It was a beautiful day and the sound of birdsong rang in the air, but it was cold, too, and there were long skeins of cloud running in bars across the sky that might mean rain later. I turned my attention to the high knoll at the edge of the clearing, atop which the watchhut had been built. It was tucked well back into the trees, but when I moved into the middle of the meadow, I could see the front porch.
Gahltha moved past me to a patch of sunlight where tiny white flowers grew in dazzling clumps, and after nuzzling at them, he lifted his head and gave a soft neigh. I recognised it as a summons even as I heard an answering neigh, and a moment later, three mares emerged from the trees on the far side of the clearing. I identified two Obernewtyn horses, and knew the coercers keeping watch must have ridden them to the watchhut, but the third was a dark stocky animal with a white blaze on her nose and unknown to me. Yet the Twentyfamilies favoured such sturdy horses, with strength enough to pull a laden gypsy wagon, and I guessed the mare had brought Iriny up from the White Valley.
I glanced around for her then I heard a low whistle from above. Squinting against the sunlight, I saw the statuesque gypsy leaning against a front porch post of the watchhut, gazing down at me. Her arm flashed with silver as she lifted a hand in greeting. I responded, noticing that she wore full gypsy skirts of green and orange and a loose green shirt under a thick coat. Her hair was the great wild dark mop that I remembered, bound at the brow with a woven thong. There was no sign of either of the coercers, but a faint smudge of blue smoke rising from the watchhut suggested one of them was preparing firstmeal. The other would be in the tower keeping watch on the pass, I realised.
I climbed the steep slope to the top of the knoll and Iriny came down from the porch a few steps to meet me. Panting, I apologised for arriving late and thanked her for waiting.
‘I told you I was at your service when I last saw you, Guildmistress of the Farseekers,’ she said. Then she broke off and looked behind me, lifting her brows. Suppressing a sigh, I turned resignedly to introduce her to Ahmedri who had followed me up the steep slope. I saw his eyes widen as he took in Iriny’s miscoloured eyes, one blue as the sky and the other brown as peat, but he returned her greeting with a perfunctory obeisance and a terse if polite-enough greeting. Then I caught a movement out of the corner of my eye and saw that, although Avra and Falada were grazing with the other horses, Gahltha, too, was coming up the slope.
When he reached us, Iriny greeted him laboriously in fingerspeech.
‘You are getting better,’ I said aloud after he had answered her with grave, careful signals of his own.
‘Practice,’ she said and then fixed me with her gaze. ‘What do you want of me?’
I was not surprised by her forthrightness, but instead of answering, I shrugged off the pack I carried and held it out to Ahmedri, asking him to take it inside the hut to the coercer and tell her there was food in it that could be added to whatever was being prepared for firstmeal. The tribesman bridled, ignoring the proffered pack.
‘I will not stay here and eat,’ he said brusquely. ‘I will ride down to look at the place where my brother was treacherously slain.’ His tone suggested that the treachery had been mine, but I merely nodded blandly and, after a slight hesitation, he turned on his heel and stalked back down the knoll.
‘A tense man,’ Iriny observed mildly, as we watched the tribesman march across the meadow to get Falada and lead her back along the stream toward the road. The gypsy was regarding me quizzically, but before I could say a word, the coercer, a cheerful woman called Jil, came out of the hut and called a greeting to me.
‘I thought I heard voices. I am making porridge if you have not eaten, Guildmistress. We have grains and flour enough, but sadly there is not a nut or a dribble of honey in the hut to sweeten it.’ In answer I gave the pack to her, saying she might find something in it to add to the meal. She brightened then hesitated and asked, ‘Will you not come inside? It is chilly out here. I can go up and sit with Alden in the watchtower if you need privacy.’
‘I do not wish to drive you out, especially when you are preparing a firstmeal feast for us,’ I said with a smile. ‘But perhaps you have something hot for us to drink out here while we wait and talk?’
She grinned almost mischievously. ‘I have just the thing.’ She vanished inside and then came out almost at once with two mugs. I was startled to smell the rich, sweet odour of Sadorian choca and guessed it had been filched by one of the coercers from Javo’s store. There would be hell to pay when the irascible kitchen master discovered its loss, but I was too greedy to protest.
Iriny came to the porch to accept the proffered mug and sipped at the brown liquid in it with slight suspicion. Then her eyes widened in startled appreciation and she drank the rest quickly, despite the heat of it. Jil grinned triumphantly at me and went back inside.
We sat on the bottom step of the porch.
‘I never did get the chance to thank you for the help you gave me with Domick on the west coast,’ I said, ‘or apologise for abandoning you when you were taken prisoner. Rolf promised he would see you free but if it had not been so needful to get Domick out of Halfmoon Bay, I never would have left it to him.’
‘The fools did not manage to hold me long enough for anyone to rescue me,’ Iriny said scornfully. Then her expression changed. ‘I liked Rolf. It is good that they made him a chieftain.’
I thought of the big, dark-haired blacksmith with his crippled leg. ‘I do not think he had any expectation of it. Indeed, he argued against it.’
‘That is why he is a good chieftain,’ Iriny said. ‘That and the fact that he understands that a leader’s purpose is not to be served by the people he rules, but to serve them.’
‘You sound as if you have been keeping an eye on him,’ I said, remembering how impressed he had been with her and wondering if the feeling was mutual. So far as I knew she had never looked at another man since the murder of her bondmate Caldeko by a Herder priest. But maybe she had found a man to match him in Rolf. I wondered if she knew that he was coming up to Obernewtyn for the moon fair.
Unaware of the turn my thoughts had taken, Iriny said, ‘My brother led us to Stonehill after the Faction fell in the west and we have dwelt there these last months repairing buildings and tending to the stone garden as we had been unable to do for some time. Rolf came riding up on that monstrous greathorse that is all but bonded to him while we were there. The boy Erit rode with him. He is a good deal taller, and cleaner, than when last you saw him, but I think he chafes at his new status as squire to a chieftain. He has the spirit of a rogue, that one. Chieftain Rolf asked my brother formally if we would like to come to live in Halfmoon Bay. He said that we would be welcome, but Swallow told him that the gypsies would claim Stonehill and make a settlement of it, because it was the first place our people dwelt when we came to the Land and it was sacred to us. Rolf said that he was glad of it for our sakes and he hoped we would travel often into Halfmoon Bay. He said that we would always be welcome at his table.’ She was silent awhile, a pensive look on her face.
‘Your brother sounds as if he is preparing to end the wandering of the gypsies,’ I murmured.
Iriny shrugged. ‘Swallow says all that was given the Twentyfamilies to do by the D’rekta who bought us to this Land has been done now, save one last thing, and then we gypsies might cease travelling or not as we choose.’
My heart leapt, but I managed to ask calmly enough, ‘What is that last thing?’
‘This,’ she answered, gesturing to herself and to me. ‘My brother said you would summon me for you would need something I had. That is why he sent me on ahead to the White Valley.’
I licked my lips. ‘Did he tell you what I wanted?’
She shook her head and I sighed.
‘In truth, I hardly know why I asked you to come up and meet me, save to have the chance to thank you for your help and to make my apologies for abandoning you when we were trying to escape from Halfmoon Bay last year. But now that you have spoken, it seems to me that there is something you can do for me.’
‘Ask it,’ she commanded.
‘It is not a thing to do but a memory you have that I need,’ I said. ‘Iriny, have you ever seen the statue that your D’rekta carved to mark the safe-passage agreement with the Council? I believe it is in Saithwold.’
‘It is there and I have seen it.’
‘Can you describe it for me?’
She frowned. ‘The ancient promises forbid any gypsy, even my brother, from speaking of it,’ she said.
I was taken aback. ‘Then it seems I must travel to Saithwold after all. I had hoped to avoid the necessity of such a trip.’
Iriny went on speaking as if I had not said a word. ‘I swore upon Stonehill that I would aid you in whatever you asked of me and I do not make such oaths lightly.’ Iriny gave me a sideways look out of her mismatched eyes. ‘There is only one way I can obey the ancient promise and fulfil my oath to you, and that is to show you my memory of the statue.’
‘You will permit me to see your memories?’ I asked, elated, for this was far more than I had hoped for.
‘You entered them once before without asking my permission,’ she answered drily.
‘To save your life.’
‘Also without my permission,’ she reiterated, but mildly. ‘I will summon up a memory of the statue now, if you wish.’
Jil interrupted to say that I had not been joking when I had mentioned a firstmeal feast, for I had brought a positive cornucopia of delicacies with me.
‘Take your time preparing it,’ I told her.
Taking the hint, she nodded and went back inside. I set down my mug on the step beside me and looked at Iriny expectantly. She turned her eyes away from me to look out over the sunlit knoll and below it to the trees blanketing the land leading up to Obernewtyn. Indeed, from this angle and facing out from the porch of the watchhouse, I could actually see part of the wall about Obernewtyn rising above the trees in the distance. I turned my attention to the gypsy and saw that her expression had grown abstracted, so I formed a probe and entered her mind, unable to help feeling anxious, since the last time I had done this, Iriny had nearly dragged me with her into oblivion.
I was careful to move slowly and to go no deeper than the upper conscious level of her mind. The memory she had summoned up was waiting for me, and even as I prepared to insert a probe into it, I heard her thought that I should enter the memory rather than merely observing it from without.
Surprised and not quite clear about her meaning, I projected myself into the memory. I was startled to find that Iriny had entered it as well, and so there were two of her; the rememberer who stood by me, and the younger Iriny who was the subject of the memory. We were standing in a moonlit garden and the younger Iriny was looking about her with a frown of deep concentration. She had never been beautiful but she had an animal vitality and strength and a vividness of expression that made her compelling to watch. She could not see us for we were not part of the memory, and yet the memory itself was so vivid and visceral that I might truly have been standing in a somewhat neglected and overgrown garden.
‘Where is the statue?’ I whispered.
‘There is no need to whisper,’ the gypsy said, though in fact she spoke more softly than usual, too. ‘This is a memory of the first time I saw the statue and I did not know exactly where it was. I thought this would be a better memory than later visits to the statue, because I did not look so closely ever again. See.’
Her younger self seemed suddenly to make up her mind which way to go, and when she pushed her way through some raggedy-looking clumps of may bushes, we followed. I felt the prickle of sharp-edged leaves through my clothes and a fine spray of tiny cold drops splattered against my cheek when a branch sprang back after Iriny released it, and I wondered how we could interact with the environment of the memory when its subject could not see us.
The younger Iriny reached a little clearing and my heart leapt at the sight of a white statue in its midst, half overgrown with coiling creeper. A single glimpse was all I needed to identify it as Cassy’s handiwork, but as I came closer, I saw that it was finer work than the glass statue that she had created in the Beforetime, yet less refined than the wall friezes she had created inside the Earthtemple. This fitted with the statue being created during Cassandra’s final days in the Land, before she came to Sador.
I glanced at Iriny, who was watching with a curiously blank expression as her younger self approached the statue with evident reverence. It was of a powerful, broad-shouldered man of middle years with a hawkish nose, high cheekbones and eyes that slanted up at the outer edges. His was not a beautiful or handsome face but one full of strength and character. He was hunkered down as Khuria had once described, gazing away into the distance as if contemplating which trail to take. There was a deep scar etched in one cheek and a good deal of pride in his expression and in the tilt of his head.
All at once it came to me that I knew his face. Surely it was Cassy’s son grown to manhood. But that was impossible since Cassy had left the Land long before Evander had reached middle age. She might have modelled his face from a futuretelling, of course, but the more I looked at the statue the less it resembled Evander, whom I had seen as a young man and a child in carvings on Stonehill. The jawline and brow of the statue differed from the youth’s and he had not possessed the authority and quiet strength that I saw in this older face. Yet there was resemblance enough between the two that I guessed this might be a statue of his father, the brother to the Red Queen, who had died before Cassy had ever left the Red Land. That he had been royalty would explain the certainty in his face bordering on arrogance, and it seemed to me, too, that there was a tenderness in the execution of the statue that might reflect the sculptor’s feelings if the subject was especially beloved.
No doubt the knowledge that she was so soon to leave her son must have roused painful memories in Cassy of her lost bondmate. He was even an appropriate subject, given that the Redlander had died just before her departure from his land, having been slain by the very same Gadfian raiders into whose hands she was about to give herself.
The younger Iriny began to pull away the creeper festooning the statue and then she knelt and pushed aside the tangle of grass growing about its feet. I supposed she must be tending the statue and wondered why she did not simply pull out the grass and leave a space about the base of it. Then I realised she was not clearing the greenery, but burrowing into it.
My heart began to hammer with anticipation as her purposefulness made it clear that she was looking for something. Was it possible that I was not to find the statue itself but some object, buried before it by the Twentyfamilies in accord with some instruction left by Cassy? I did not see how it could be Cassandra’s key taken from Obernewtyn by Jacob Obernewtyn, unless the gypsies had long ago found it in the mountain valley above Obernewtyn. It was at least theoretically possible, for it was gypsies who had ridden up to offer to Marisa Seraphim the panels that had contained the messages Cassy had hidden in them for me, and they might have been sent up also to find and retrieve Cassandra’s key.
I knelt beside the young Iriny, the better to see what she was doing, and discovered that the statue was not crouching on the bare earth as I had thought but upon a wide plinth of the same white stone. Either the base of the statue had been deliberately buried, or it had sunk into the earth under its own weight. Iriny dug and scraped to expose the plinth, and I itched to help her to hasten the work but at last she gave a grunt of triumph.
I leaned over her shoulder to see that she had exposed two lines of scribing cut into the base. The first read: when one door is closed another may open and under it was scribed, Luthen’s code is Luthen’s heart.
Even as I read the words, committing them to memory, the younger Iriny stood up and gazed, rapt, into the face of the statue. I stifled an impulse to ask her older counterpart if Luthen had been the name of Evander’s father. One look at her set face told me that she had no intention of speaking about what we were seeing. We both watched as her younger self stooped to push the earth back into place and fluff up the draggle of weeds, then she draped the creeper back over the shoulder and arm of the statue.
Why had she bothered to uncover the words, I wondered? Had she been instructed to make sure they were still readable, or had she wanted to see them for herself, since, according to her, this was the first time she had set eyes on the statue? I stepped past her to look more closely at the sculpture. It was not the face that I studied now, but the clothes and ornaments, which were unusual looking, with many delicately carved amulets about the neck, wrists and ankles. While I was almost certain the words on the base of the statue were Cassy’s message to me, I did not mean to make the mistake of missing something vital by leaping to an obvious conclusion. After all, this was the only chance I would have to study the statue.
I walked all around it, examining it closely. The man carried a pack of some description over his shoulder, not unlike the one I had just given to Jil, and it made him look as if he were about to make a journey; a fitting pose to commemorate the beginning of a nomadic life, I thought.
It was not until I had circled the statue several times that I noticed a shallow intricate pattern snaking up one strongly muscled arm. I wondered if this had been Cassandra’s way of representing a tattoo. Twentyfamilies gypsies used the grisly technique of pressing tiny, sharp, ink-laden spikes into the skin to mark out an indelible design. I knew this intimately because Swallow had broken Twentyfamily lore by giving me – an outsider – the same tattoo all purebloods wore. It had been a painful process and ultimately pointless, for my body had regarded it as a wound and healed it with the dumb and uncontrollable power gifted it by the Agyllian birds. The tattoo upon Luthen’s arm, if it was a tattoo – if it was Luthen – was not the tattoo given me of three flamebirds flying in a spiral, but it was the tattoo of a bird and it seemed to me that I had seen it before, though I could not think where.
Studying it, I could not decide if the bird was an Agyllian, but the longer I stared at the statue the more sure I was that it was the brother of the Red Queen. His clothes were the same scanty attire as folk wore in my dreams of the hot Red Land, and it was possible that the Twentyfamilies tradition of tattooing had originated in the Red Queen’s land. Perhaps those who intended to follow Cassy across the sea to the Land had been tattooed before leaving, as a way of marking their allegiance to her and her quest to prepare the way for the Seeker. I could imagine she would have relished using the three bird design in this way, after it had been used by a man she had despised to obscure shameful activities.
I turned my attention to the letters and numbers on the amulets, knowing I could revisit my own memory of the statue if there was a need for it. Some bore markings too indistinct to make out and I wondered if that was how Cassy had carved them or whether Iriny had not looked at them well enough to imprint them on her memory. Or maybe the statue had weathered over time.
The statue began to lose definition and I turned to see that the younger Iriny was departing.
‘The memory is ending,’ warned the older Iriny.
I had one final glimpse of the statue fading like mist in sunlight in a ghostly clearing then I withdrew from Iriny’s memory and mind. Coming back to consciousness of my own body sitting slumped on the porch, I realised that my feet and hands were numb with cold, for we had been sitting in shadow.
‘Better … go inside,’ I said through chattering teeth, and levered myself up. I could tell from the jerky way Iriny rose that she was no less frozen, and we went gladly into the warm watchhut.
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‘I was just about to come and get you both,’ Jil said cheerfully. ‘You’d best go over to the fire and warm up. We don’t usually bother keeping it alight after firstmeal, but I have stoked it up for you and there is plenty of wood in the box.’
I was too cold to answer so I merely nodded, dragging off my coat and gloves and kicking my boots onto the hearth before I dropped onto a stool before the fire. I stretched out my hands to it, grimacing at the painful tingling in them. Only then did I become aware of the delicious smells filling the shack. The sight and scents of food made me feel ravenous and I realised I had eaten only one small pie and a couple of sweet rolls the previous night, instead of a proper meal.
Jil urged us to eat and I forced myself to get up and go to the table. There were savoury pan breads as well as the steaming pot of porridge, pancakes drizzled with honey and a platter of nuts and dried berries. I filled my plate, as did Iriny, but Jil shook her head when I asked if she was not eating, saying that she had finished her own firstmeal, for it was her turn at the watch. We were just starting on our food before the fire when Alden appeared. A heavy-set older coercer with a slow highland accent and sun-browned skin near dark as Iriny’s, he greeted us absently as he peeled off two coats, unwound a warm muffler and removed his woollen cap and gloves.
He got some food and brought it to a big chair by the fire, glancing at Iriny. Deciding that I ought to explain our meeting in some innocuous way, I introduced them and then straight away asked if Iriny’s people had any tales or stories about the Red Land. Only as I spoke did it strike me that since Iriny’s people had travelled from the Red Land to our shores they might well have kept some record of that journey. But Iriny shrugged and said, ‘Any memories or maps of that journey are in the keeping of the D’rekta to the Twentyfamilies.’
Something Iriny had said outside came back to me then, and when Alden got up to fetch a second helping of food, I asked her quietly, ‘You said that Swallow sent you ahead. Is he to come up to the mountains as well?’
She nodded. ‘Our elders have asked him to seek a vision so that he can name an heir, and our people have always come to the White Valley for such things.’
That startled me. ‘But surely Swallow is not too old to father a child,’ I said.
‘Perhaps he is unable to father a child, for most gypsy men have already done so by my brother’s age, even if they have not bonded. I think the elders fear it, in any case, and so they asked our seers to look into Swallow’s future. They were told that no heir of my brother’s loins will ever become D’rekta.’ Iriny gave me a sombre look and I thought suddenly of Swallow’s certainty that he would be with me on the final stage of my quest.
Very soon after we first met, he had spoken of a dream he had experienced in which he had seen himself standing with me in the place where the ancient promises had first been made. The formulation of the ancient promises had almost certainly happened in the Red Land before Cassy had sailed to the Land with those who were to become the Twentyfamilies. Was it possible that the Twentyfamily seers had foreseen not that Swallow was unable to father a child, but that he would travel with me to the Red Land to play a part long before assigned to him in my quest, and for this reason he would produce no heir to rule his people? Certainly something had changed, because not long ago the elders had refused to allow him to cross the Suggredoon during the battle over the west coast because he had not yet an heir and might not be risked. That was why he had sent Iriny in his place.
‘I need to speak with your brother, Iriny,’ I said, as Alden resumed his seat. ‘Will you ask him to ride up to Obernewtyn to meet me as soon as he comes to the White Valley.’
She frowned. ‘The choosing of a heartson or daughter is no small thing for any gypsy, much less a D’rekta, whose child must someday rule us. I will tell him your request after he has made his spirit journey.’
‘Then I pray his spirit journey will be short and fruitful.’
She did not smile. ‘My brother will be fasting in order to purify himself before he seeks his vision but none can say how long a spirit journey will take. And once it is done, he will announce the name to the elders, after which the child must be fetched and anointed by him as his heartson before being returned to its blood parents. If the child is among those who travel with Swallow, this will not take long, but it may be that the infant will belong to a troupe that is elsewhere in the Land, and will have to be found and brought to the White Valley.’
‘How will yer brother go about seeking a vision?’ Alden asked curiously.
Iriny gave him a stern, cold look. ‘That is not a matter to be spoken of to those who are not of the Twentyfamilies.’ She rose abruptly. ‘I must go back to the White Valley now. Fare you well, Elspeth Gordie.’ She nodded coolly to Alden and then, without further ado, she pulled on the coat and boots she had shed by the door and strode out.
‘I offended her,’ the coercer said, looking chastened.
I shook my head absently. ‘Do not trouble yourself, Alden. It is only that she has little patience for courtesies.’
‘Strange eyes, but a strikin’ woman,’ Alden murmured with a sigh. ‘Is it true that gypsies can tell if they are lied to?’
‘They can see it in the person’s aura, which is what they call the spirit when it is seen with the waking eyes, though I believe only some gypsies have that Talent,’ I answered.
‘I wonder why they have different Talents from other Misfits,’ Alden said, but I hardly heard him for I was thinking that there had been something final in the way Iriny had bade me farewell. She had spoken, I thought, as if she knew that we would not meet again.
When I emerged from the watchhut, it was late morning and the sky had clouded over, though there were still patches of blue.
Gahltha came to join me, explaining that, after speaking for some time with the mare Vinderlin, who had carried the gypsy up from the White Valley, Avra had decided to accompany her and Iriny so that she could speak with the horses that moved about with the gypsies. She wanted to find out how they viewed their relationship with the funaga.
‘It sounds as if she is gathering information,’ I sent, wishing I had taken the time to speak to her on the ride down. On the other hand, Gahltha had once scolded me for the very human mistake, according to him, of believing that conversation was the only way in which beings could communicate.
‘Avra has been asked by the herd leader to learn more of the ways in which equines serve / subjugate themselves to the funaga,’ Gahltha sent.
That startled me enough to get my whole attention, but it should not have surprised me, for the horses of the Land had always been inclined to activism. ‘Did you wish to go with her?’ I asked.
‘I would not have been wanted,’ the stallion said solemnly. ‘I have too much funaga about me for Avra these days.’
His words saddened me for his sake, but he did not seem much downcast by the departure of the mare, and I reminded myself yet again that horses saw relationships differently from humans.
Ducking to avoid a low, hanging branch, I thought about the statue I had seen in Iriny’s memory. I had not asked if it had been inspired by Cassy’s Red Land bondmate, but I felt sure I was right, if only because of the resemblance of its subject to statues of Evander Cassy had chiselled. I would have liked to know how the statue had ended up in relative obscurity in a patch of forest on Noviny’s property in Saithwold when it had originally been presented to the Councilmen of the day by Evander, as D’rekta of the Twentyfamilies, on the west coast.
I conjured the clue in my mind that referred to the safe-passage memorial: That which will reach the [heart/centre/core] of the [sentinel/guard/watcher] seals a [pact/promise/vow] which I did forge but never witnessed/saw.
Then I pictured the words cut into the base of the statue:
when one door is closed another may open

Luthen’s code is Luthen’s heart.

The fact that both Cassy’s clue and the words on the statue included the word heart suggested to me that they concerned the part of Sentinel that allowed it to operate and function, since a computermachine had no true heart. Of course, the repetition of the word might only be a coincidence arising from Fian’s attempt to find a word that would properly and exactly translate the meaning of the Gadfian script in the clue. But if I was right, the carved words might be a code that would enable me to ensure that Sentinel would never wake. Though it was only a machine I was thinking about, it gave me a queer feeling to realise that, in a sense, I was talking about killing Sentinel as it slept.
I had just reached the road when the sound of wagon wheels and clopping hoofs penetrated the bubbling stew of my thoughts. I looked up to see one of the Teknoguild wagons coming round a bend towards me, drawn by the enormous obliging mare Lo.
Garth and Fian were seated on the front bench swathed in cloaks, the younger man resting his hand on the brake lever, for the road down to the pass was steep and if a horse had to stop, the wagoner must prevent his wagon from careering into her. As they drew closer, I saw that there were other teknoguilders in the back of the wagon sitting along the benches, all wrapped in heavy cloaks.
When Garth caught sight of me standing on the other side of the stream by the road, he hailed me in his booming voice as if he had come specifically to seek me out. Fian pulled on the brake as Lo came to a halt and I greeted the mare in beastspeech then turned my attention to the Teknoguildmaster.
Before I could ask why on earth he was headed down the road when the moon fair was so close, Garth turned to the teknoguilders and said unceremoniously, ‘Get down all of you and walk along the road a ways so that I can speak with Guildmistress Gordie in private. You can warm yourselves and stretch your legs.’
They obeyed, uncomplaining, jumping over the narrowest part of the stream and striding away down the road. Fian got down too, giving me a grin before he went to the edge of the stream where Lo was drinking and knelt to cup up some water to his own mouth.
‘It was them or me, and they are thinner and younger,’ Garth said, patting his prodigious belly. ‘Come up for a moment.’
Curious, I dismounted and did as he said.
‘I was hoping to see you on the road for I wanted to speak to you about Analivia,’ Garth said. ‘I am concerned about her. She has not been into the valley for some days and when last I spoke to her, she talked about needing to discover what her curst father and brother are up to. I told her she was a fool if she did not leave them to Dardelan’s warriors, but she said she needed to be sure that Bergold would be safe, for she would not always be here to protect him. I advised her to think about convincing him to move to Obernewtyn if she was really worried.’
‘I believe she spoke of it to him, but I fear he would not want to leave his orchards,’ I said.
‘Of course not, but I pointed out that he might agree to winter in the mountains, especially if she was to explain that he would be safe from their father and brother. She said there was no use in putting it that way, for while he knew about Moss and Radost getting away from the Councilfarm, he could not take in the possibility that his own father and brother would want revenge on them. He is not a fool, she says, but there are some things his mind will not hold – revenge for one, or hatred or viciousness.’
I said, ‘Bergold lacks the imagination to conceive of evil, for no evil is in him.’
‘That’s as may be, but in any case, I told Ana that she ought not to be so fearful of her father and brother, for as renegades they were likely to be more concerned about such necessities of life as food and shelter than plotting revenge. She said I didn’t know her da if that was what I thought, that revenge and suchlike were more necessary to him and Moss than food and shelter,’ Garth added in a disgruntled voice.
‘What do you think she will do?’ I asked.
‘I am afraid she intends to discover where they are and deal with her brother and father herself.’
‘Deal with them – how?’ I demanded.
He slanted me a glance. ‘I asked if she would alert the armsmen to their whereabouts if she learned it, but she said only that no Councilfarm or prison could long hold such men.’
‘I do not like the sound of that. Did she give you any idea where she thought they might be?’
He shook his head. ‘But she did talk about the rumour of robber gangs targeting Misfits and of the possibility of Jude being involved.’
‘You think she went to Sawlney?’ I asked in alarm. The brutal ex-rebel loathed Misfits and despised those who tolerated them. Given what I had heard, he might very well be working with Radost to orchestrate attacks on Misfit travellers, for the pair had been thick as thieves once upon a time. Certainly Analivia had known it and if she wanted to find her father and brother, that would be a good place to start.
Garth shrugged. ‘She was convinced her father had help in planning his escape.’
‘I understand your concern but she promised to bring Bergold up for the moon fair and I can’t see her lying to him,’ I said, wondering if she had intended to use the visit to persuade him to live at Obernewtyn, thereby freeing her to pursue her father and older brother.
‘She sets great store in keeping her word,’ Garth agreed. ‘And she did mention that Bergold is desperate to see a magi play. Nor will he be disappointed, for I spoke to Gevan over firstmeal this morning and he said the coercers have resurrected one of the old plays in honour of Obernewtyn being turned into a settlement. In truth, I think Gevan liked all that prancing about in masks and costumes with paint daubed on his face,’ the teknoguilder added with amused scorn.
He reached out and gripped my arm, his expression suddenly avid. ‘Now Elspeth, having looked at that journal of Jacob’s, you can no longer deny that Hannah was in love with Jacob Obernewtyn.’ Touched by the enormous man’s doggedly romantic streak, I agreed that the journal was clear proof that Jacob had loved Hannah, but I could not help but point out that there was no proof in it that Hannah had loved him in return.
The teknoguilder looked indignant. ‘What of this love token she left with him, saying it would lie with them in death? This key he swore to wear about his throat.’
‘Are you sure it was a love token?’ I asked. I did not mean it as a question and before he could launch into yet another theory, I remarked mildly that his guild folk were like to walk all the way to the pass if he delayed any longer, besides which I wanted to try to get back to Obernewtyn before the Norselanders left.
He nodded and said we would discuss the matter further when he returned for the moon fair. I turned to climb down from the wagon.
Fian gallantly handed me down the last deep step, and when I reached the ground, I turned to look up at Garth. ‘One other thing: you might come across Straaka’s brother in the White Valley. Ahmedri is his name. He rode as far as the watchhut with me this morning, and then he went riding off to see where Straaka died. Perhaps you could invite him to stay the night with your people. He might like staying in one of the tents Jakoby gave you, and he will certainly want to hear any tale you can tell him of his brother.’
‘I will offer to show him the drowned Beforetime city of Newrome,’ Garth said eagerly.
‘I doubt you will get Ahmedri into the caves unless you tell him his brother was there before him,’ I said, as Fian climbed up into his seat.
Garth’s eyes widened. ‘But he was there many times. Straaka came whenever Miryum did.’
Now it was my turn to be surprised. ‘Miryum visited Newrome with Straaka?’
Garth nodded. ‘Twice she went down with the divers, though Straaka never did.’
‘Why ever would she do that?’ I asked, truly puzzled, for though strong and courageous, Miryum shared Rushton’s indifference to the past.
‘She saw that model Jak made of Newrome, and she wanted to see for herself how the city looked,’ Garth said as if this were a desire anyone would reasonably feel.
I mounted Gahltha and watched the wagon lurch across the stream and away down the road, trying to imagine stolid, incurious Miryum and the intense Straaka moving through the half-drowned subterranean city, picking their way up uneven banks of rubble formed where buildings had fallen or clambering through dulled metal frames or along walls scabbed with great shimmering clusters of the taint-devouring insects that were the basis of Jak’s passionate studies.
When I had dived on the sunken parts of the city, I had been enthralled, so I could imagine Miryum beneath the water gazing around in amazement. She had been all but fearless, save when it came to heights, for like many coercers her Talent seemed to shape her ill for them. I did not wonder that Straaka had avoided the water, for no desert dweller would willingly enter that dark, cold body of water under a mountain. Indeed, I imagined it had been hard enough for the tribesman to go into the mountain at all. The only reason he would have done so was for love of Miryum. But why had she gone there?
When the wagon was out of sight, I remounted and we set off again. At my request, Gahltha brought me in the main gate, and up the curving drive to the house. The sun was shining fleetingly as he splashed through puddles shimmering with reflections of the cloud-flecked sky, then we were at the front entrance and I was glad to see four wagons standing there side by side, for these must be the wagons that would carry the Norselanders down to the lowlands.
The wagons were partly loaded, when I dismounted to check, but there was no sign of anyone about. Thanking Gahltha, I bade him return to the farm and then I farsought Ceirwan, who told me the Norselanders were in the kitchens finishing an early midmeal. I went there straight away, and found Elkar telling Javo the ingredients for a molasses biscuit the Norselanders favoured for sea journeys because it would keep indefinitely.
Cinda spotted me at once and when I had set a probe in her mind she told me that their departure had been slightly delayed because one of the wagons had needed some last-minute repair. The horses would come with it, when it was brought from the farms, along with some more supplies, which were even now being readied by the kitchen master.
‘Elkar and I are about to visit the Healing Hall to collect some herbs that Roland wants to send to Sover,’ she added. ‘Maybe you would like to go with us?’
I agreed with alacrity, yet again regretting that there had been so little time for us, for Cinda was a person I might truly have regarded as a sister, if we had lived closer. For some reason I thought of Gilaine, who had also been mute, and whom I had also felt I could love as a sister. They were much alike and I wondered what it meant that I felt this way about two young women who were unable to speak aloud. Maybe it was merely that I had been forced to enter their minds in order to communicate with them, though I eschewed such intimacy as a rule.
Entering the mind of another person meant that it was difficult to lie or be removed or cool, but I had found both of them easy to trust because of their essential gentleness.
I am attracted to gentleness because I am not gentle, I thought.
‘Who is she?’ Cinda asked, having seen Gilaine’s image in my mind.
I told her the story of my meeting with Gilaine in Henry Druid’s camp in the White Valley and of the highlander Daffyd’s search for her.
‘Where is he now?’ she asked.
‘He knows that Gilaine is in the Red Land, and so I have no doubt that he will travel with the expedition, though I do not know if he is still in Sador, or has come to Sutrium.’
‘So they will finally be reunited,’ her image sighed, eyes shining.
‘What are you two talking about that is making Cinda so dewy eyed?’ Elkar enquired, coming to join us.
Cinda insisted on recounting the story in fingertalk as we made our way to the Healing Hall, and when she had got to the end, Elkar looked at me and said aloud, ‘I hope he finds her safe and that they are able to be together at last. Many sorrows and hardships are bearable if you can have your beloved at the last. The saddest thing would be to long for someone and strive for them, and yet never to be allowed to be with them.’
Cinda gave him an exasperated look and flicked her fingers at him, and he laughed and shook his head at her. We had reached the Healing Hall now, where Roland was waiting with several boxes of herbs as well as some small bags. He greeted us all and then told the Norselanders, ‘Two healers have volunteered to go back with you to Herder Isle to work with Sover. You need not worry about them taking up space in the wagons. They have gone to ask horses to carry them as far as the lowlands. They both have secondary Talents as empaths and Millen has a weak coercive Talent as well, which Sover might put to good use. They will stay till the spring and then return. By the way, I advise you to think about changing the name of the place. Those wretched Herders do not deserve to have an island named after them,’ he added grouchily.
Elkar said diplomatically that the matter of renaming Herder Isle had been under discussion ever since the Faction had collapsed. Then he and Cinda began to examine the herbs. I took the time to ask the Healer guildmaster quietly how the twins fared.
He shook his head, his expression at once grim and weary. Since my probe was still bedded in Cinda’s mind, she felt my grief and regret and asked if she might go with me to see the twins, of whom she had heard much talk. When I conveyed her request, Roland glared at her but she only looked back at him with her wide, gentle grey eyes until his expression softened. He led us to the chamber where the twins lay and Cinda looked down on them with pity and wonder.
‘It is as if they are a prince and princess under a wicked spell of power like that storysong you showed me,’ she said.
‘If only there was magic strong enough to break the spell that binds them,’ I said, and thought of Angina in shining spirit-form, begging me to help them. Use the black sword, he had said.
‘What is the black sword?’ Cinda asked.
‘It was only something in a dream,’ I sent, though saying it, I found myself wondering if this were true.
‘It is often so with twins,’ Elkar murmured after Cinda had told him about them. ‘There is a goddess bond between them and none may sever that.’
When we returned to the kitchen, I saw Linnet with a group of coercers and excused myself to go over and ask the coercer-knight if she knew why Miryum had been so interested in Newrome. Linnet shrugged and said she had no idea, but a very tall youth with buck teeth lifted his head from his soup and said, ‘She dreamed of it, Guildmistress Gordie.’
‘Miryum dreamed of Newrome?’ I asked, startled.
‘She dreamed of a Beforetime city under the ground and she thought it might be Newrome before it was flooded,’ he said, seeming suddenly abashed by my interest.
‘What did she dream, did she say?’ I asked.
He lifted his eyes reluctantly and said, ‘She had dreamed she and Straaka were in this Beforetime city, only in the dream he did not see her or hear her. He was like a dream within a dream, she said. It bothered her, that dream.’ He glared down at his food again.
Before I could ask any more questions, Cinda came to lay a soft hand on my arm and said they were leaving. Sarn also came hurrying in. ‘Guildmistress, I have worked the whole night, but I have still not completed everything. I am so sorry, but Wila and Tomash will be able to finish it.’
‘I’m sure they will. All will be well,’ I assured her. The older woman looked both exhausted and elated and I thought suddenly that there were other things than a lover that one could yearn for passionately. We walked out together with the Norselanders, and I pushed what the young coercer-knight had told me of Miryum to the back of my mind to consider later.
Outside the front entrance there were now five carriages, many horses and humans and a great deal of noisy activity. Grufyyd and Louis Larkin were hitching horses to the wagons with the help of some beastguilders, while people were loading packages and barrels supervised by Javo who was uttering his usual measure of cautions peppered with curses and cries of dismay.
‘It looks like another storm is brewing,’ I murmured, glancing up at the sky, where clouds were thickening. There was no longer even a chink of blue visible and the wind that had got up had a distinct nip to it. I noticed Rushton standing a little to the side of the nearest wagon with Brydda, Gevan and a group of coercer-knights. I saw from their attire which of the knights had been assigned to travel with the wagons and was surprised by their number, given that some of Dardelan’s armsmen would also be accompanying the travellers. Clearly Rushton was taking no chances on the supplies being stolen by robbers.
As ever, the master of Obernewtyn seemed to sense my regard, and when he looked over, his expression tightened slightly. If I had not known what I now knew, that sudden rigidity would have hurt me. As it was, I only wished that we were alone so that he would take me in his arms and kiss me. Perhaps something of my thoughts showed in my face, for his eyes narrowed.
I looked down, suppressing a wild desire to burst out laughing.
‘Greetings Guildmistress,’ Brydda called, striding over to join me. I schooled my expression and my mind as he beamed at me, saying, ‘I hear you have been down to the watchhut already this morning. You might have waited and ridden with us.’
‘I had arranged a meeting at dawn because I knew when everyone was leaving,’ I said. I gestured at his travelling attire. ‘But I thought you meant to stay until the moon fair.’
‘I am. Louis and I are only going as far as Enoch’s farm. Rushton is sending Louis down to lure Enoch up to Obernewtyn for the moon fair. You know that he and the old man are thick as thieves?’
I nodded.
‘I am going with him because Dardelan wanted me to question the old man about local robber bands, but it was too wet and late to stop in on the way up. I will send a missive down to Dardelan if there is anything to report.’
‘You might also send word to Dardelan from me to say that Radost’s daughter may well be headed to the lowlands to try to track down her father and brother. She fears they will come after her and Bergold if they are left to run loose. She has some notion of dealing with them herself. I have no idea what she has in mind. She may have gone to Kinraide first, to see how they escaped the Councilfarm, since she was convinced they must have had help, or she might go straight to –’
‘Sawlney,’ Brydda finished the sentence for me. ‘Don’t worry, Elspeth. Garth gave me an earful about Analivia last night and I have already scribed a note for Dardelan with a description of her, which I have given Elkar to deliver. I daresay Dardelan will recall her. She is not exactly easy to forget. You need not fear for her.’
‘The thought of her falling into Jude’s hands makes my blood run cold,’ I said.
‘Fair enough, but keep in mind that Analivia is no meek Ylane. And Dardelan has people watching Jude right now to see if there is anything he does that can be used to accuse him. They do so openly as a deterrent and I doubt he would dare hurt Analivia if she comes to him in public.’
‘And if she doesn’t approach him openly?’
‘Once Dardelan gets my message, he will most likely instruct his spy to watch out for her and divert her if he can.’
I nodded, though I had to bite my tongue not to protest against anyone being used as a spy, after what had happened to Domick. Then something else he had said struck me. ‘What will happen to Stephen Seraphim if Louis convinces Enoch to come up for the moon fair?’
‘I think Rushton hopes they will both come up,’ Brydda said.
I knew that Rushton was ambivalent about the fact that his defective halfbrother dwelt with Enoch on his remote highland farm. Reluctantly, he had permitted Gevan to erase his halfbrother’s memories of his time with Alexi and Madam Vega, after Roland and Kella argued that the wrong the older man had witnessed during this period lay at the core of his festering and irrational horror of Misfits. The coercive treatment had eased the older man’s fits of madness and violence, but it transpired that Obernewtyn itself had been a constant reminder of what had been removed, so that being there unsettled his mind. It had been Louis Larkin who had suggested Stephen might be better away from Obernewtyn, and he had proposed Enoch’s farm. The old coachman’s infrequent early reports made it clear that his guest was happier and far calmer on the farm than he had been at Obernewtyn and that his nightmares about the past came only very occasionally instead of every other night. More recent reports indicated that Stephen Seraphim and Enoch had become good friends, but still the matter troubled Rushton.
As if he had overheard his halfbrother’s name, Rushton came over to us. Linnet and Gevan followed, arguing yet again about the need for the coercer-knights to be recognised as a separate guild.
‘We were just talking about the possibility that Stephen Seraphim might come up for the moon fair if Enoch does,’ Brydda told Rushton, his booming voice drowning out the coercers’ argument.
‘I hope he will,’ Rushton said. ‘In truth, I wish he might live here again, for is not this his home even more than it is mine? He was born here and I was born and grew up elsewhere.’
‘He’ll nowt come, lad,’ said Louis Larkin, who had ambled over to us with Grufyyd and had heard his words. ‘Stephen is content where he is an’ a man dinna leave contentment unless he is a fool.’
‘Obernewtyn was his before it was mine,’ Rushton said tersely.
‘Much good it ever did him,’ Gevan said impatiently. ‘You know yourself he would never have had the wit to run it, Rushton. The weight of even the pretence of it cracked his mind as much as the things that foul Alexi did and had him do with that harpy who worked with him.’
‘Besides, in a very short time, Obernewtyn will not belong to anyone,’ Brydda pointed out cheerfully.
At that moment another carriage came rattling up the curved drive and we all turned in surprise to watch it approach, for all carriages and wagons arriving with moon fair visitors were directed by a sign just above the pass to enter by the farm gate. That the wagon had come in the front entrance meant it came on Obernewtyn business. But neither Jil nor Alden had sent any word about the carriage or its inhabitants, which meant the visitors were known or at least harmless.
Then the carriage came close enough for me to recognise the healer Kella sitting on the front bench seat beside a blond giant. I could see that there were several others sitting inside the wagon behind them, and it came to me with a surge of joy that Dameon might finally have come home, and if he had come, perhaps Dragon was with him.
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As it transpired, neither Dameon nor Dragon were among the newcomers. I had probed the inhabitants of the carriage even before it had stopped, but before I could tell Rushton, he had leapt forward to greet the healer and ask if Dameon was within. Kella told him apologetically that the empath had not returned from the Westland before they left.
‘But he might well have got to Sutrium by now,’ she added earnestly, seeing and no doubt feeling our disappointment.
‘Well even if he has, I hope he will wait and come up with Dardelan,’ I said worriedly.
‘He knows the dangers of the road for Misfits these days, though in fact it might be safe enough even for a blind man, given the number of armsmen we saw patrolling the main roads,’ Kella said, smiling at the big, blond youth sitting at her side. I was fascinated to see that he had yellow-gold skin and eyes so narrow that they were almost slits. If he had not had blond hair, I would have taken him for Sadorian, and yet Sadorian skin was more brown than yellow.
I was startled to realise that he was staring at me, mouth hanging slightly open to reveal very crooked, very white teeth.
‘This is Okan,’ Kella said, bidding him climb down and open the back of the wagon so the others could get out. The blond giant gave her a wide, loose smile full of adoration and climbed down clumsily to obey.
‘Dardelan is furious about the gangs and he is absolutely determined that no one will be harassed or troubled during the moon fair,’ the healer was saying. ‘Apparently there has been another attack and a woman was killed, so the road is crawling with his armsmen and he has ordered all of the chieftains to put out their own patrols as well.’
‘Whether or not he waits to come up with Dardelan, I hope Dameon does not intend to ride all the way on that little mare,’ Gevan said dubiously, for he had witnessed the blind empath’s first riding lessons with some dismay.
‘You may be surprised to see how his riding has improved these days,’ Rushton told the Coercer guildmaster. Then he sighed. ‘We will just have to do without him for a while longer. But what brings you here, Kella? I thought you had decided not to come up for the moon fair?’
‘Darius received word from the leader of the Twentyfamilies of an important meeting to be held in the White Valley. When he said he would attend, I decided to come up as well, for travelling is very hard on his limbs. In that case, he said we might just as well visit Obernewtyn for the moon fair. So here we are.’
I had heard the gypsy beasthealer had been working with Kella at the Healing Centre and that they now treated beasts as well as humans. In truth it had sounded to me as if these days the Healing Centre in Sutrium was as much a teaching centre for beastspeakers who wished to learn more about healing, and for healers desiring more training. They were said to flock to the centre and vied for the chance to work there. What had begun modestly had become a very large and important centre for healing and learning. Healers and herbalists came from all over the Land as well as from Sador and the Norselands to study there and to offer their own knowledge. There was even talk of establishing a teaching library and of trying to amass a collection of Beforetime books about healing.
I could only admire Kella, who had been the moving force behind it all. Yet I still felt very ambivalent towards her because, although we had been good friends in the days when she had been a healer at Obernewtyn, and even after when she had gone to live with Domick in Sutrium, her failure to visit the renegade coercer when he had been dying on the west coast, or at least to come and say a word at his burial, had seemed to me unforgivably callous.
It was this that prevented me from greeting Kella with the warmth shown by the others, but not wanting to draw attention to my coolness, I spoke a few words of welcome from a distance. Kella nodded to me, but from the look in her eyes I knew she sensed my real feelings.
There had been something evasive in her expression that made me wonder if she now regretted how she had behaved. This did nothing to soften my heart towards her. Indeed, as 1 watched her smiling sweetly at Rushton and greeting Grufyyd and Louis with hugs, something in me hardened at the memory of her indifference to Domick, whose suffering at the end of his life had been truly horrible.
My mind was suddenly full of visions of the young man who had been yet another victim of Ariel’s hatred of me. It was not Kella’s fault that Domick’s strangeness and coldness and rejections had driven them apart, but they had once loved one another fiercely enough to defy the unspoken rules of their respective guilds, and I could not understand how she could refuse to come to him at the end. After all, what had happened to him had been our fault – all of us at Obernewtyn, including her – and even as he was dying, he had spoken of her with love and longing.
The others who had travelled in the back of the carriage were now helping Darius down and I felt a rush of pity to see, yet again, his handsome face atop his stunted and twisted body. Yet he was not white with pain as I had often seen him after other journeys. No doubt his more settled life was serving him well, and probably Kella had been draining his pain as they travelled. No wonder he had chosen to live at the Healing Centre, where he would have access to her skills. And just as obviously she valued him as a friend and as a healer, given that, on her own account, she had come up to the highlands for his sake.
Darius caught my eye and limped through the others to greet me. He had been very ill when last I had seen him, but now, though he grimaced as his misshapen limbs moved and stretched, I saw that he was less stiff and awkward than he had been. Up close, his resemblance to Swallow startled me as much as ever, but I greeted him with genuine pleasure and suggested the healers that had come up with him should take him straight to Roland, who would surely prescribe a tisane. He smiled and said that he felt well enough for the time being, and that Okan would see to him later. He was indicating the blond giant, and his gesture brought the big youth loping over with a look of eager anxiety.
‘Do you have need of me, master?’ he asked, in a strange almost breathless accent.
‘No, Okan, but thank you for asking,’ Darius said gently. ‘Maybe you can go and see if Kella needs some help unloading the boxes we are bringing to Roland.’
‘That’s the Healer guildmaster at Obernewtyn, yes?’ he asked so earnestly that it struck me that he was slightly defective. As soon as he had moved away, Darius confirmed it.
‘We do not know much about him save that he was washed ashore in a storm as a baby lashed to a spar. That he was not drowned was a miracle, according to the woman who found him and took him in. She brought him up as her son but she was not young and when he carried her to us at the Healing Centre she was dying. It was a natural death and we could do little but give her herbs to ease her passing. Indeed, we wondered why she had asked to be brought to us, for most folk in old age prefer to remain in their homes. Then it transpired that she had wanted to speak to us about Okan. She explained how he had come to her and then she said that as we could well see, he was simple minded and generous and utterly gullible and these traits would make him fair game for any rogue who thought to misuse him, once she was not there to protect him. She said that she had always thought that, when she died, he might come and serve in the Healing Centre because he had a gift that might make him useful to us. She asked if we would prentice him and agree to care for him. Before Kella could answer, she collapsed, and died later that same night without ever regaining consciousness.
‘Okan was inconsolable of course, and we kept him on to help with odd jobs because he was sweet-natured and willing and strong but most of all because he was so helpless. Then one day we discovered his mother had spoken true. He had hands with true healing power when massaging and manipulating bones and joints. No doubt the old woman had been well eased by them in her time and of course we are glad to use his skills. I only wish he would not call me master.’
‘I think the title is not unfitting given your work at the Healing Centre,’ I said, fascinated by the tale, and wondering what ship Okan had fallen from, and where he had come from, for I was suddenly sure that he was not Sadorian nor even Gadfian, but from one of the other many small settlements scattered about the world, which were remnants of greater civilisations in the Beforetime. I wondered, too, what Roland would make of Okan’s skills, for there might be an element of Talent in them.
Rushton came over to greet the beasthealer, and Darius said, ‘If you will permit it, Master Rushton, I should like to examine Miky while I am here. Roland scribed of her condition to Kella and we were thinking we might try to apply some of the new methods Sover has developed during his treatment of the damaged minds of the shadows on Herder Isle; a combination of coercion and empathy mostly, but used as a healing tool. It was Sover’s suggestion that this sleep of Miky’s might have come about because of her grief and guilt over her brother’s sickness, which she has suppressed. Certainly it seemed too much of a coincidence to all of us that she would develop an illness that so closely mirrored her brother’s condition.’
‘I would be glad if you can find a way to help her, my friend,’ Rushton said seriously. ‘Roland is at his wits’ end. And he would certainly like to hear more of Sover’s research. I am sure he will be irritated to have missed your arrival and will come searching for you as soon as he hears of it.’
As they went on talking, my gaze drifted to Kella, who was now greeting Cinda and Elkar. I guessed they had encountered one another at Dardelan’s residence in Sutrium, for the Norselanders had been his guests and Kella went there often to consult with the young high chieftain; they had also probably gone to the centre to deliver their missive from Sover. Rushton moved on to speak with Linnet and I turned back to Darius.
I was startled to find the gypsy studying me with that queer half-unfocused gaze that told me he was looking at my aura. I had not realised the crippled beasthealer possessed that ability, and before I could make up my mind to ask what he saw, he said, ‘You have been with one of us recently.’
‘I met with Iriny this morning,’ I said, surprised. ‘You can see that in my aura?’
‘I see the colours of beasts better than humans,’ he answered, seeming untroubled by my startled question. ‘That is how I heal them. But I can see human auras, too, and there is a tinge of gypsy in yours. I don’t know any better way to say it. It is as if you had been in the maze and I could tell that because of the smell of greenthorn lingering in your clothes. I take it Iriny told you her brother is to choose a heartchild?’
I nodded. ‘I guessed it must be the reason you were summoned.’
He shrugged and said quietly, ‘It was less a summons than information, for it was Swallow who proposed to the elders that I be exempted from the portion of the ancient promises that requires us not to settle until they are fulfilled. But this matter of the D’rekta choosing a heartchild is important to my people and I wish to show my support for Swallow. It is a sad thing to know you will not leave a child to take your place in the world.’
The gravity of his expression made me wonder if the twisting of his body went so deep that he could father no children. Yet the likelihood of his bonding with a woman and having a child must be remote in any case. Suddenly I remembered the sickness that had stricken him in Saithwold, which had arisen partly from his secret yearning for Kella. He was clearly at ease with her now and must have found some way to get over what he felt. How strange that one could heal from love, as if it were a chill or some small sickness. I did not think I could ever be cured of love for Rushton, whether he returned my feelings or not, or whether I saw him again or not. Loving him was as much a part of me as my arm.
Darius was watching me still, and I said hastily, ‘Gahltha will be glad to see you, as will the other beasts you treated after the massacre in the White Valley.’
‘I have worked hard at learning Brydda’s signal speech and I am looking forward very much to speaking with them directly at last,’ Darius said. He hesitated and glanced over to where Kella stood talking with Gevan. Then he looked back at me and said softly, ‘Kella longed to come here, but she feared it too, I think, for she believes that you judge her because of what happened to Domick. Do you?’
I could not deny it outright or he would see the lie. I said slowly, ‘It is hard for me to think of him. He loved Kella and yet he rejected her and treated her ill. It was not her fault they parted. Nor was it her fault that he became ill in his mind or that Ariel infected him with plague.’
All I said was true, but in my heart I did blame her – not for what had happened to him, but for failing him at the end. Fortunately Sarn interrupted to say goodbye. I bade her travel well and safe and assured her again that I trusted Wila and Tomash to complete her work before we departed for the Red Land. Then Cinda and Elkar came to bid me a last farewell and there was the flurry of everyone who was to leave climbing into carriages or mounting up on horseback and they all departed with a great rattling of harness and a clattering of hoofs.
Cinda leaned out of the last carriage to blow a kiss to me and I was touched to see that she wore the silver comb I had gifted to her the previous night. She must only just have pushed it into her hair, which was too short yet to properly hold the teeth, but I was touched by her gesture. I lifted my hand and waved to her, regretting that I would never see her again, and knew that I would never forget her courage.
A trailing skein of cloud crossed the sun, and the world darkened for a moment. I was not the only one to look up to see that the clouds had an ominous bruised look. Once again there was the feel and smell of rain in the air, but there was still enough of a wind that the clouds and the storm and rains they harboured might be blown away over the mountains.
I dropped my eyes in time to see the last carriage vanish out of sight around the drive.
‘You fear for the Norselanders?’ asked Darius, who still stood alongside me.
I shook my head. ‘I do not think the seas are yet wild enough to be a danger to them and I think there is only hope and enthusiasm in the Norselands these days, neither of which is very dangerous. I was actually thinking about Dameon.’
‘Do not fear for him,’ Darius said gently. ‘He is one of those rare people who will draw strength from the very thing that would sap the will and heart of lesser folk.’
Slightly puzzled by his words, I offered the beasthealer my arm and suggested we go inside and make our way to the kitchen where he could get warm and maybe find a bite to eat, though it was still an hour or so till the first sitting for nightmeal. Darius cast another look at Kella who was still deep in animated conversation with Gevan and then he smiled and said he would be glad to go in with me.
As we made our way up the steps and across the foyer, I marvelled that the beasthealer could look so serenely upon someone he had once loved so much that it had sickened him, knowing he could never have what he desired. I did not think my own nature would bear it so bravely or gracefully. Then I clamped down on these thoughts and asked the beasthealer if he knew whether Dameon had ridden west on Faraf.
‘She wanted to carry him, for she adores him, but he feared that his errand required a speed that neither of them could manage very well. She took him to the ferry, though. Kella went to see him off with some others and she told me when she returned that two of your people had come across to fetch him: the coercer Merret and a younger blonde woman. A healer, too, I think.’
‘Blyss,’ I said. ‘They are bonded.’
‘I thought so, from their auras,’ Darius said. ‘Kella told me that Dameon had ridden off with Blyss on one of those greathorses that dwell in the west. Merret promised that she and Blyss would remain with the empath for as long as he was in the west, and bring him safe back to the ferry port when he was ready to return.’
‘They will take good care of him,’ I murmured, hoping they would decide to escort him all the way back to Obernewtyn. It would be good to see them one last time. I could even imagine them arriving, tiny elfin Blyss riding high on a greathorse and dark-eyed Merret riding beside her on a smaller horse, though perhaps it was not possible for the greathorses to be ferried across the river. Then it struck me that I had excluded Dragon from my mental picture.
Darius was describing alterations to the Healing Centre in Sutrium when Javo came puffing up to offer his own arm and a bite of early nightmeal as we approached the passage leading to the kitchens. Darius beamed at the other man and as they greeted one another warmly, I remembered that an unlikely and unexpected friendship had grown up between the irascible kitchen master and the gentle beasthealer when Darius had stayed with us before. Darius broke off to thank me courteously for bringing him so far, and as he transferred his hand to Javo’s, he said he was sure I had more important things to do than to escort him around.
I assured him that it had been my pleasure, and watched with some amusement as the two men, so physically disparate, went off chattering like long-lost brothers.
I might have gone with them, but in truth I had eaten such a hearty firstmeal in the watchhut that despite it now being late afternoon I had no appetite. I decided I would go back to the Farseekers hall and read through Sarn’s incomplete notes. I turned abruptly only to cannon into Rushton who was coming up swiftly behind me. Linnet and another coercer-knight were a little way behind him, talking with Gevan as they walked, and Rushton caught my arm and said in a low, urgent voice, ‘We are wanted on the farms on an urgent matter.’
Somewhat bemused, I stood silent as he conveyed this news to Linnet and the others when they caught up with us, managing to imply that I had proposed the errand to him. ‘I don’t know what time we will be back for we will stay down on the farms for nightmeal,’ he added lightly and then he bade them all a brisk farewell and set off back the way he had come, all but hauling me along with him.
When we had got around a corner, he slowed down and I said, amused, ‘Linnet does not like to let you out of her sight.’
‘I do not want to let you out of my sight,’ Rushton growled. ‘Now let us go before someone else ensnares me.’
He did not take the passages that would bring us to the front entrance again, though that was the quickest route to the farms; instead he wove through the house with me, dealing swiftly and evasively with people we encountered who wanted to ask him questions or tell him something. At last we came to the door that led to the old courtyard, which had once been the only entrance to the maze. It had also been the only way inside the walls to get to the farms when I had first lived there but these days the maze was seldom used, for compared to newer paths, it was slow and circuitous. As we entered its green passages, I opened my mouth to ask why we had not gone a quicker way, but Rushton closed the gate behind us and pulled me unceremoniously into his arms to kiss me thoroughly and at length.
He did not let me go until I was breathless and his green eyes danced with a mixture of ire and passion as he said huskily, ‘I warn you that if you look at me again as you did when you came out the front doors of Obernewtyn, I will not wait until we have some privacy to do what your eyes invite.’
I felt my cheeks flush, but the same mad glee that had earlier filled me with a desire to laugh aloud snaked through me. I said with mock indignation, ‘I did not expect to see you or I would have guarded myself better.’
He smiled again and kissed me more gently, and after a little we went on, he keeping his hand about my waist. The smell of the greenthorn was nowhere near as strong as on summer days when the sun shone down on it, but the wind was stirring the topmost branches so that they gave off a whispering sound.
I asked Rushton what errand he had on the farms that was so urgent and he said, ‘Grufyyd has been experimenting with ways to preserve lemons in pottery crocks of oil. He just mentioned to me that he has a store of them laid up that would serve us well on the Red Land expedition,’ Rushton said. ‘We are going to inspect them.’
I stared at him. ‘Urgent lemons?’
He gave me a simmering look. ‘I daresay it is irresponsible of me to drag you away from your work on such a slight pretext, Guildmistress, but I have barely seen you since my return. Do you mind?’
I shook my head and waited, but all at once he seemed to sink into his own thoughts. Finally, I said, ‘I only wish Dameon had come with Kella and Darius.’
He nodded soberly. ‘I wish it too, but I am certain he will be here by the time the moon fair begins, and if anyone can bring Dragon home, it is him. In the meantime, maybe Kella and Darius will find a way to save the twins.’
‘I do not think there will be any saving Angina,’ I said, my heart heavy at the thought of the unconscious empath.
‘Still, we must not give up on him,’ Rushton answered. He grimaced and looked up. ‘Curse it! I felt a spot of rain just now. I am sorry, this expedition was ill timed.’
‘I do not care about getting wet,’ I said, but I looked up and saw that the sky was now completely clouded over. A moment later it began to rain in earnest.
Because the wind was blowing the rain sideways, the greenthorn offered some shelter, nevertheless I was wet through by the time we burst through the farm gate. The rain was now falling hard enough to hang a grey curtain between us and the main farm building and orchards and I could hear the sound of thunder rumbling. We ran hand in hand across the open stretch of grass past two storage sheds and then Rushton pulled me up the little winding trail that led to Louis Larkin’s hut, which stood a little apart from the other farm buildings. Even as he dragged open the door, a flash of lightning cast a brief, blue light into the room and I heard a crack of thunder. Rushton propelled me inside and hauled the door shut after us. It was very thick and the hut had walls of wood that muffled the noise of the storm, but the roof shingles were thin and the sound of the rain hammering down on them was deafening. It was dark inside with the door closed and Rushton went to pull open the shutters. The light that came in through the small panes was a thin and watery grey but even as he found a lantern and tinder, I noticed a faint reddish glow in the hearth.
I went to investigate and found the fireplace emanated warmth still. Louis had obviously raked out the coals in anticipation of his journey to Enoch’s farm; but there were two glowing nuggets that could be used to kindle another fire. Rushton found some kindling in a cupboard and there were a few split logs piled beside the hearth, so that in a remarkably short time a fire was crackling away merrily. Outside the storm raged overhead, making conversation impossible, but I was very glad of the warmth, for I was now shivering with cold.
Rushton vanished into the small second room in the hut and returned with an armful of clothes. I remembered then that Louis used to keep a trunk of spare clothes for any of his friends who might need to shed their orphan attire for a time. Rushton was familiar with the hut and the clothes because not only had he attended many a secret meeting here before he had claimed Obernewtyn as his own, he had also lived with Louis for a time when he had first come to Obernewtyn, before he had become overseer and had shifted into the big house.
‘Lucky the old man never throws anything away,’ Rushton shouted, kneeling to pick through the pile of clothes. Finding a shirt, he offered it to me, but I wrinkled my nose at the grubby thing and knelt to make my own search. I found a large relatively clean shawl that I decided I could use to wrap around myself while I dried my outer clothes. I shed my dripping coat and quilted vest, hanging them from the mantelshelf, and then dragged off my sodden boots, setting them on the hearth. My stockings were still dry, as was my shirt, for they had been protected by my new coat and my vest, but my trews were soaked below the coat. Draping the shawl around my shoulders, I removed my trews and shirt, wrung them out and hung them with the wettest parts to the fire. As I did so, I spared a thought for Cinda and Sarn and the others who were even now travelling through the storm.
I turned back to ask Rushton how long he thought it would take for the worst of the storm to ease, and found him stripping off his own shirt. The sight of his scarred and muscular back made my mouth go dry, for it made me think of the hurt Ariel had done to him, but it also reminded me of his caresses the previous morning in my bedchamber.
Only now did the unexpected intimacy of our situation strike me. I turned and busied myself filling a pot with water from a jug on a sideboard, my heart hammering with something that felt very close to fear. I suspended the pot on a hooked arm and swung it over the flames as Rushton knelt on the hearth to stuff our boots with rags.
I went to investigate the cupboards and found a few herbs that would do to make a warm drink. As I returned to the fire to wait for the water to boil, I realised I was shivering slightly but less from the cold, it seemed to me, than from the knowledge that we were utterly alone and no one had any idea where we were, or expected us to be anywhere. Grufyyd would simply assume that Rushton had decided not to come when the storm broke, and no one would be able to coerce or farseek to find us.
‘I sat here so many nights, wondering why my mother had sent me,’ Rushton said musingly and I looked over to see that he had pulled on a rumpled blue shirt and was sitting cross-legged on a tattered rug staring into the fire. He had the half-mesmerised look that flames always seem to evoke, and the knot of nervous excitement and apprehension loosened in me as I came to sit beside him.
‘You sound as if you remember those days well,’ I said, intrigued because he had never had much time for the past.
‘I suppose it is being in Louis’s place,’ he said dreamily. ‘I spent my first night at Obernewtyn here. I remember it so vividly. I entered by the farm gate because the gypsy had told me that was where you went if you were not invited by the master and were seeking work. Louis Larkin was the first person I saw and he took one look at me and said he could get me work if that was what I wanted. Of course I didn’t know what I wanted, for I had no idea why my mother had sent me here, but the little money she had left me had gone and it made sense to earn a bit and pay for my keep while I tried to puzzle it out. Louis said I could sleep on a cot in his hut for the time being, and he brought me here. He was kind to me but he near drove me mad with his hints and mysterious glances. To this day I still don’t know why he could not simply say that my face resembled my father’s and my great-grandfather’s, and he had guessed I was the by-blow of one of them. Pure natural contrariness, I suppose.’
‘A gypsy told you to go in the farm gate?’ I asked curiously.
He nodded. ‘I had travelled some of the way with a small Twentyfamilies troupe. I had not begged a lift, for although my family had never looked down on them as others had, I knew gypsies had little to do with outsiders. It was a bracelet that my grandmother had given me, supposedly given to her grandmother by a Twentyfamilies gypsy, that caught the eye of the troupe leader. He offered me a meal and asked where I was bound. In the end he gave me a lift up to Guanette. It was not long after that I became involved with Henry Druid, so it was a good while before I came to the high mountains, but I remembered what the gypsy had said of the two gates.’ He smiled at me.
We sat awhile in companionable silence, listening to the fire crackling and to the storm outside, then I said, ‘Do you remember you sent me here after you helped me to get away from the house when I was trying to escape? Domick was here with Roland and they were waiting for Louis so they could have some sort of subversive meeting I suppose. They locked me in that back room.’
Rushton did not answer and when I looked at him, I realised he was not listening. He was staring down at the pile of clothes with a strange look on his face. He reached out and drew a crumpled shift of thin yellow cloth towards him. ‘This was Selmar’s,’ he said, looking shaken to the core.
I had once seen him cradling the half-demented Misfit girl in his arms. He had shouted at me, believing I had done something to bring on Selmar’s fit, but it had been Alexi’s experiments that had destroyed her mind. Louis Larkin told me once that she had been the hope of Obernewtyn. But that was before my time. In the end she had escaped with two Norselanders only to be caught and killed by Ariel’s maddened trained wolves.
‘You loved her,’ I said softly.
Rushton lifted his eyes from the grubby yellow dress, his face full of grief. ‘I loved the brightness of her spirit and her dream of a place where Misfits need not live in fear. I did not know then that I was a Misfit, even if only a poor sort of one, but I was a loner and an outsider and had lived in fear because my mother worked forbidden herb lore and I had no idea who my father was, so it seemed to me there was little difference between us. Selmar was the first to reveal her Talents to me, and others did so because of her. Eventually I pledged myself to their cause even as they pledged to mine. Between us, we thought to make Obernewtyn a place where outsiders and Misfits could dwell in peace with no need to hide what they were.’
‘And so you did,’ I said, looking sideways at him, but he was lost in his memories.
‘I think all of us were half in love with her,’ he said. ‘She had a quicksilver tongue that could make you believe black was white if she wanted to argue it that way and she was always laughing.’ He laughed, but sadly. ‘Roland, Domick, even Gevan adored her, and to old Louis, she was the daughter he had never had.’ He heaved a sigh and the grief and regret began to fade from his face. Then he looked at me. ‘It was only after I met you that I understood what I had felt for Selmar was many things, but not love.’ He laid the yellow dress gently aside and put his hands on my shoulders. This time the kiss he gave me was not rough and ravenous as it had been in the maze, but slow and tender. It made me dizzy and set me to burning. Then he began to unplait my wet hair and comb it out with his fingers.
‘Grufyyd will wonder where you are …’ I stammered.
‘He does not know I was coming to see him,’ he muttered and then his hands grew still and he looked into my eyes and said, ‘I meant to bring you here, now, Elspeth, to make love to you. The rain was an unexpected accomplice. You know that I want you and you have said you want me, but if you have changed your mind or you do not want this now, then you must tell me so.’
I looked into his face and seeing love and desire so naked there, all the tight, anxious doubts that had bubbled up in me dissolved. ‘I do not want you to stop,’ I told him, and let the shawl fall away, for I had no need of it any more.
He was very beautiful when he shed his clothes and came to me, smooth in places and scarred in others, strong in body but with a face that showed the marks of time and hurt. I had seen him unclothed when we had swum in the hot springs, but there had always been a barrier in my mind. Now, there was none. I looked at him and when he looked at me as he took off my underclothes, his gaze was no less ardent than my own. But even at the last moment, he caught my face in his hands and looked searchingly into my eyes. I could find no words to reassure him. I reached out and ran my fingertips across the soft hairs on his chest.
He gasped and pulled me down onto the shawl. For a moment, I felt the full weight of his body against mine, the hard flagstones under me, his arm warm under my neck.
I will have this night, I thought fiercely.
He spoke then, his mouth so close that he stole my breath for his words. ‘I feel as if you will always be slipping away from me, Elspeth,’ he whispered. ‘Even now.’
His words stilled the leaping flame at my core. ‘Soon you will know everything of me and in me,’ I promised him.
In the dim fire glow, his eyes were very dark and I saw myself in them, all pale rosy flesh, my hair spread out in wet skeins against the shawl and his arm. He ran his hand the length of my body and as he touched me and I him, it seemed to me that our flesh truly merged so that there were not his lips or mine, nor my body and his, but one pair of lips, one body. Long he dwelt upon me and often he drew back to look at my face and into my eyes. Then at last he entered me and in that moment of swift pain and flowering ecstasy, I took him into my mind.
There was a long, sweet dizzy falling, when his life spun about me in pieces, flashing and flying too fast and numerous for me to catch hold of more than vivid snatches. I saw a pretty brown-haired woman with Rushton’s jade eyes and yellow flowers in her hair singing in the forest, and then the same woman, cooking, cleaning, weeping, scolding a jack who had sold her a shoddy pot, chopping herbs and, finally, gaunt with sickness and lying in a bed, begging Rushton to go to the high mountains, to Obernewtyn.
‘I do not know why it matters, Mother, but if you wish it, so it will be,’ Rushton told her, his voice less deep than I had ever heard, and breaking so that his boy’s voice showed through. His reflection in his mother’s eyes was very young.
I saw Obernewtyn as he had seen it the first time, half swathed in mist and darkness, and no less drear and sinister than it had seemed to me the first time I had seen it. He had known no more than I how beloved it would become when he hoisted the pack higher and wondered aloud why on earth his mother’s dying wish had been for him to come to such a wretched place.
Then he was older and stronger and I saw him laughing with Louis Larkin and then swearing a solemn pact in this very hut with Roland, Gevan, Selmar and Domick. How young they all looked and how radiant with hope and determination. Then he was older and sitting at a campfire with Selmar, her face all quick brightness and laughter.
With a shock, I saw myself as he had first seen me on the farm, a pale, long-boned girl with a thick fall of black hair and dark green eyes, narrowed and wary under arched black brows. What had there been in my face and form that had struck such a deep and instant chord in him? His mind did not know and yet I felt the impact of that first meeting shudder through him and remembered that I had felt the same, though I had read my reaction as fear.
Suddenly I was enveloped by the memory of despair so black and choking and bottomless that I was afraid. I saw my face at the core of it and the strange purple and orange of a sky with a firestorm in it. This was how Rushton had felt when he had believed me dead after the fire in the White Valley that had killed Jik. The memory was replaced by another, in which I felt Rushton’s incredulous delight when I first told him that I loved him, following the Battlegames in Sador. I relived that first sweet kiss and saw the tiny seed of doubt planted in his mind by my evasions and the thin explanations I had offered of my long absence after the fire in the White Valley. I saw how the way my body healed itself and the things the futuretellers said or did not say about me had fed his doubt, confirming in his deepest consciousness that there was much about me that I had not revealed, despite my avowed love for him.
I saw a conversation between him and Alad about the way beasts called me Innle and greeted me with reverence and another conversation with Roland concerning the way my body healed, both of them wondering if it could be another kind of Talent that I alone possessed.
I experienced again with guilty anguish the torment Rushton had endured at the hands of Domick’s vile alter ego, Mika, when he had been Ariel’s captive. The doubts I had planted earlier had given the defective Misfit a tool with which to wound and manipulate Rushton. I watched, sickened at how, under Ariel’s malevolent influence, the seed of doubt had flourished. Just when my own guilt and despair were unbearable, I saw his memory of me, standing in the glass cell in the Beforetime complex on Norseland, trying to show him how to open it. I saw how understanding penetrated the fog of rage in his mind, even as he opened the door with eager hatred. Instead of cowering back as he had dimly expected me to do, I stepped toward him making no attempt to protect myself from the storm of terror and loathing that had made him nearly batter himself senseless against the glass trying to get at me.
Once again, I watched the battle that raged in him, but this time from the inside of his mind. I saw my own fear and determination writ clear in my expression and his dawning and incredulous realisation that I was offering myself to his murderous desire to kill me. I felt his love for me rising up in an unstoppable wave that swamped the simple potency of that intent.
And then I saw myself smeared with his blood, staring down at him; saw the naked anguish and love in my face.
‘I do,’ I whispered, drawing back at last from his mind to look at him, lying beside me in the ruddy fire glow. ‘I do so love you.’
His eyes opened and I was so much awash with his memories that it seemed to me I was him looking at me. I saw in his face the same confused wonder, for even as I had entered his mind, knowing him, so he had entered mine, knowing me.
‘You were forbidden to tell anyone about your quest,’ he said.
‘I did not tell you anything,’ I answered calmly.
He reached up to the chair and dragged a rug down, spreading it over us, asking, ‘Jik’s dog will come for you?’
I nodded, paused. ‘I don’t know. I always supposed he was to be a sign but why would I need one when I am intending to go to the Red Land without anyone summoning me?’ How wonderfully, strangely natural it was to speak of such things to him. ‘Maybe Darga is in Sutrium already or even in the Red Land, though I don’t know how that can be, unless he went on one of Salamander’s ships. I suppose he might have followed the Druid’s people who survived and were sold as slaves by Ariel after Jik was killed.’
‘He might be somewhere else,’ Rushton said. ‘After all, you do not know for certain that Sentinel is in the Red Land.’
‘I don’t,’ I agreed. ‘I think I will find out when I come to the Red Land. Maybe it is Darga’s task to help me learn the exact location of Sentinel.’
‘It is incredible to think there is knowledge you need in Dragon’s mind, planted there by a woman born long before either you or Dragon lived, and that she was working with my ancestor, Hannah. Working with her and planning for your coming.’
‘You think she really was your ancestor?’ I asked.
‘Adding what you know to what I know, I think there is no doubt in it. She was the one my mother called the Moonwatcher, whom gypsies befriended. Perhaps there is mention of her in their ancient promises, for how else could they know of her? She must have returned to the Land somehow, and while it seems tragic that no more than a poisoned mountain range prevented her returning to Obernewtyn, I would never have been born if she had not settled and bonded to some man. Indeed, she might have tried to reach Obernewtyn anyway, if she had been able to find one of the Beforetime safesuits. In the end, from what my mother told me of her, she went without it.’
‘It is very strange to think that Hannah’s blood is your blood through your mother, and that Michael Seraphim, who fell in love with her, was living at Obernewtyn where Hannah had longed to go. Rushton, I wish I could have told you …’ I began, but he laid his finger over my lips, silencing me.
‘You do not need to explain or apologise to me,’ he said. ‘I know everything now, including how you mean to keep your secret and why it must be kept. I console myself with the knowledge that I will one day remember all of the things I came to know this night.’
It was not a question, but I nodded, keenly aware that he had not once spoken of the fact that I would have to leave him, though he knew it now. But what was there to say? He knew I loved him and that I had no choice. We lay quiet for a long time, our bodies clasped loosely as two hands in repose. But when the rain stopped Rushton sighed, and bade me do what had to be done. I stopped the words with kisses and gave way finally without restraint to the hunger and desperation that welled up in me at the knowledge that every parting now was a foreshadowing of what was to come.
At last he drew back and there was compassion in his eyes as well as sadness. ‘You have carried a terrible burden these long years. I only wish I could help you bear it in the days to come. I envy Gahltha and Maruman their roles as your guardians and confidants but I can also see that if I had known, Ariel would have taken that knowledge from me. Be careful of him, my love.’ Without waiting for me to respond, he pulled me in to his chest and held me close. I listened to the slow, strong beat of his heart and the rigid unhappiness eased in me until I relaxed into his embrace.
‘Do it now,’ he whispered. ‘Only let me remember loving you.’
I reached out with my mind and coerced him, unresisting, into sleep. Closing my own eyes I dropped like a stone through the levels of my mind until I hung above the silver mindstream, caught perfectly between the need to rise to consciousness that was the will to selfhood and the downward pull of ultimate unconsciousness that was an abandonment of self. I gathered my will and coerced a tendril of the stream, drawing it to me and rising with it to consciousness. I willed it to flow through me and let it pool. When I had shaped it, I let myself flow along the silver strand that linked me to the spirit-form and opened my eyes. Immediately I felt the tingle of my spirit-form about me.
All that I would have seen with waking eyes was dull to my spirit-eyes. The hut and its simple furnishings were grey or brownish black, being made from material that had no life, though the fire had a strange orange and gold aura that blazed and leapt wildly about the flames of its physical form. Through the window, the sky swirled and churned and coiled like some fantastical stormy sea of violet and indigo, and under it the mountains were the simple brown of dead stone, though I was startled to see there were hazy green and yellow streaks that wavered and floated over their material counterparts. Curiosity drew me to the window, but something else held me. Turning I saw the silver cord connecting my spirit-form to my flesh, but to my astonishment, there was a second, thick, golden-yellow cord running from my spirit-form to Rushton’s, which passively overlay his sleeping form.
I reached out and stupidly tried to touch the golden cord. Of course it had not substance enough to be held even by the fingers of my spirit-form, but as my hand passed through it I felt the languorous heat of our lovemaking and understood that Rushton and I had somehow forged the link by the depth and potency of our merge. The only spirit-bond I had ever seen before was the lavender twin bond that ran between Miky and Angina, and suddenly I was reminded of Elkar’s words about twins having a goddess bond that could not be severed.
Then I thought of the queer scaled spirit-form that had come to me in my dreams. Help us, it had begged in Angina’s voice. You must use the black sword. Was it possible that he had been asking me to sever the bond that linked him to his sister? But what was the black sword? The only sword that came to mind was the one Cassy had left for me in the Earthtemple in Sador, which now lay wrapped in cloth in my bedchamber, but being formed of stone it was not truly a sword. Nor had Cassy suggested I should use it. I had been bidden only to return it to its owner.
I thought again of the lavender link between the twins and wondered if a spirit-bond could be so strong that it would bind two people even when one was dying, so that both would die. Then another thought struck me. Could a link forged between two spirits last even beyond death? I was thinking of Miryum and Straaka now, of the look on the coercer’s face when Straaka fell and she knew that she loved him, and of the dreams in the dream-books that had described a cord or rope running from one of them to the other. Was it possible that the link was strong enough to keep Straaka’s spirit from entering the mindstream?
I wondered what the link that Rushton and I had forged between us this night would mean in the future. Perhaps I should have been afraid, but I could only feel comforted by the thought that the link would endure, no matter that we would never see one another again.
I looked down at Rushton. His bright spirit overspilled the dull shadow that was his flesh in a shimmering multitude of blue hues that flowed and melded, broken by occasional streaks of yellow-green. My own fleshy form, lying cradled against his chest, was barely visible to my spirit-eyes, lacking the overlay of spirit, but the cord that pulsed from Rushton’s spirit to my spirit-form seemed brighter than all else.
I felt a strong urge to run my fingers through it again, to feel an echo of what I had felt earlier, but instead I unfolded the wings of my spirit-form and rose into the air. Again I felt the tug of the golden cord, but it was no more than the slight but unfamiliar weight of it, and when I flapped my wings again and rose higher, the golden cord payed out just as smoothly as the silver etheric cord that connected me through my own flesh to the spirit stream.
So, the link would not prevent me from moving away from Rushton. I did not know whether to be glad or sorry.
It occurred to me that since I had taken on a spirit-form, I could seek out Atthis on the dreamtrails, but first I needed to ensure that the knowledge of my quest and everything linked to it, which Rushton had learned in merging with my mind, was safe and inviolable.
I dived down into Rushton’s spirit even as I had done when we were deep inside the Beforetime complex under Ariel’s residence on Norseland. I dropped through the layers of his mind, knowing there was nothing I had not already seen or known during our merge, but I was astonished to find all the layers of his mind reverberating with a lush, delicate music that I realised was the memory of our lovemaking.
I descended until I reached the vast empty cavern deep inside Rushton that was his Talent. It was dark, but the darkness was velvet soft, and even here, I could perceive faint strains of the music that permeated his spirit. Was it always so between two lovers, I wondered, or was it only when the two who merged were Talented? Or was it only because of who and what Rushton and I had for so long been to one another?
I let myself be drawn towards a brightness at the centre of the cavern. It came from the pool where reality was reflected, or Rushton’s memories or dreams when he slept. In it now, I saw myself in Rushton’s arms and watched him pull the hair back from my neck and kiss it. I shivered and shifted my gaze to the bear sitting beside the pool watching me. It was the shape Rushton’s spirit took here in his deepest mind, and in the green eyes looking out from the beast’s face I saw my reflection and understood that, once more, he had transformed me into the idealised goddess-Elspeth.
I became aware of a weight in my hands and looked down to see that I was holding a large golden bowl brimming with a brightness that was neither liquid nor solid but some combination of both. The bear Rushton rose up on his hind legs and lumbered around to me. Instinctively I offered the bowl to him. He cupped the sides of it and my hands with his enormous paws, and bent his great shaggy head to lap at its contents. When he lifted his head and straightened, he towered over me, dark muzzle and sharp fangs glistening gold.


13

‘Seeker,’ he rasped, ‘I know why you have come.’
I recoiled a little, for there was a savage undertone to his voice. ‘I must ensure the knowledge of my quest, which you have seen in my mind, will remain hidden here.’
‘You drove the Destroyer from me,’ said the bear. ‘It is your right to do as you wish here. But you know that if you would bind your secret to this keeping place, you must use that which you fear most.’
I wanted to ask what he meant, but even as he said the words, I knew. Of course I knew, for where had Rushton got the knowledge but from me? I had kept it hidden from myself, but he had seen it in the greater truthfulness of our merging. To bind my secrets inside him, I would have to draw on the fearsome black power that I had evoked to kill Madam Vega when she would have slain him; the same power that, the last time I had evoked it, had exerted its own terrifying will so that I had barely been able to control it and I had sworn never again to waken it.
‘It is part of you,’ said the bear in its rough voice. ‘To pretend it is not is as foolish as binding your eyes and pretending to be blind.’
‘An eye does not have the power to kill,’ I whispered.
‘It does, if the mind and will of its owner are to kill.’
‘The black power does not serve me. It would rule me,’ I said.
‘Your fear of it rules you. If you would master the black power, you must master your fear of it.’
‘I am afraid that I will cause some harm to you,’ I whispered at last, hating the fact that I had known at some level that the only way I could keep my secrets safe was to use that deadly and terrifying power, yet still I had allowed the merging.
The bear gave a soft rumble of laughter. ‘You know in your deepest self that you can master the black power that is in you, or you never would have risked doing anything that would endanger me.’
Was he right that I had known I could master that dreadful potency I had banished to the depths of my mind? I wanted to believe it, for the alternative was that I had risked him for an hour of pleasure.
‘Pleasure?’ the bear growled. ‘Do not give such a large and profound thing such a small name. Now do what you came to do.’
I bowed my head, accepting his rebuke and his command. I set the bowl on the ground and straightened to take one of the bear’s great talon-tipped paws in my two hands. I drew him back around the pool to the boulder where he had been sitting when I came to him, and he sat down on it once more. His head was still higher than mine. I looked up into his green eyes and suddenly thought of a gift I could give to him, but before I could speak, my thought allowed the golden link between us to become visible. The light shining from it eclipsed even the brightness of the pool.
‘What is it?’ asked the bear, gazing at it reverently. I guided his paw to the link. As his claws passed through it, he drew a long shuddering breath.
‘We wove this between us with our loving,’ I whispered. ‘I did not know it would happen but I believe it will endure even when we are far apart.’ I lifted my other hand and stroked the bear’s cheek. To my astonishment his fur flamed briefly blue where I touched it. I drew my hand back in amazement, fearing I had hurt him, but when he leaned forward to lick my hand in tender reassurance, a little mist of shimmering light rose formed and dissolved.
I laughed incredulously.
‘It must be the link,’ Rushton said, and there was wonder in his rough bear’s voice.
I straightened, gathered my courage and then I reached up to hold my hands palm-down above his head. I closed my eyes and delved down into myself, finding the shadowy niche where the dark power slumbered. Even now I hesitated to wake it. In the past, awakened, it had terrified me with its violent potency. But perhaps there was no need to wake it wholly, for there was no great enemy here to conquer. There was only the chaining of a spirit, which would offer no resistance. I formed a delicate probe and sent the tendril into the slumbering pool of power. Carefully, I drew a trickle of it into me. It felt like a rivulet of icy water, or maybe of Grufyyd’s special mead, for there was something intoxicating in it. For the first time, I did not feel it to be violent or malevolent and I wondered if this was because I was drawing it into me rather than holding it off.
I willed the power to flow through me and out of my fingertips just as I did when I was creating a spirit-form. I did not try to force it into any shape, I merely fixed my mind on the need to bind my secrets to Rushton’s spirit so that there would be no trace of them in his conscious and waking mind, nor even in his dreaming and unconscious mind. I opened my eyes and found that I was holding a length of chain. The dark links were clumsily formed and heavy and I wept as I wrapped them about the bear’s body. It sat passive, making no protest, and when I was done, I held the ends to the stone beneath him and watched them melt into it.
To my shame and dismay, when I looked into the bear’s face, I saw that part of the chain had altered and flattened to become a hateful muzzle. Only its eyes could speak now and it broke my heart to see there was pity in them, but also serenity. The latter stopped me falling on the chains and trying to tear them away again, but I said, ‘I did not know what it would mean.’
The bear could not answer, but his grave green eyes held mine, and when I reached out to touch him, I heard the words he could not say.
It seems that after all there is a part I can play. I am to keep your secrets safe. I will wear these chains, my love, for are they not the price to be paid for our loving; even for this golden link that binds us? I pay it gladly and with all my heart.
‘The chains will not last forever,’ I reminded him, kissing his head. ‘One day they will fall away and you will remember …’
Unable to endure the sight of him muzzled and in chains any longer, I closed my eyes and surrendered to the pull of spirit to living flesh. Rising to consciousness, I rejected the idea of seeking out the dreamtrails, for although I had let the dark power form into chains that would bind my secrets, there was a residue of it remaining inside me and I had no idea how it would manifest on the dreamtrails. Safer to let it fade away before I made any attempt to reach Atthis; safer to do it when I was alone.
Coming to full consciousness, I relinquished my spirit-form and felt the slippery flow of the silver thread as it returned to the mindstream, then I was within my own warm, heavy flesh and the languid weight of Rushton’s human arms were about me. I took comfort in their warmth but I had no desire to sleep. My senses told me it was deep in the night, and I could hear rain pattering lightly on the roof, though I could no longer hear the growl of thunder or see flashes of lightning. I stretched and found my body ached in familiar and unfamiliar ways and I thought with wonder of our lovemaking and the golden link it had forged between us. I thought of the bear in chains, and its eyes full of acceptance.
Inevitably I thought of Angina and Miky. I was now certain that the link between the twins’ spirits was draining the life from Miky, and I was equally certain that Angina had come to me in spirit-form to seek help for his sister, though he was no futureteller. No doubt Angina had taken on an unconscious spirit-form, as people did sometimes when they slept very deeply or were dangerously ill, but being locked in sleep, his spirit-form had gradually become conscious. In this state, he had obviously seen the cord binding him to his twin, and recognised that it would drag his sister to her death when he died, and been determined to break it. How he had come to think I could help him, I did not know, but given what I had done inside Rushton’s mind, I found I could not doubt that he was right. A power capable of killing a woman or of chaining a spirit must also be capable of severing a spirit link.
But even if I had the capacity to use that dark power within me in such a way, had I truly the right to sever that which Elkar had reverently called the goddess bond? Thinking of the exquisite golden link that now connected me to Rushton, I felt I would die before I would allow it to be severed.
Yet what if Rushton were to die before I had completed my quest? I would have to go on living, for I had sworn an oath to complete my quest and I was not my own person until it was done. Or what if I was dying, and in doing so, was dragging Rushton to his death? Would I not want our link severed, to save him?
‘Elspeth?’
I opened my eyes, startled, and found myself looking at my reflection in Rushton’s eyes. It was not the goddess Elspeth that his spirit saw when it looked at me, but the true me, eyes dark with secrets, hair a great dishevelled black cloud.
‘Is something wrong?’
There was concern in Rushton’s expression but the sadness that I had seen in his eyes before he had let me draw him into unconsciousness was gone, which told me that the knowledge he had got from our mindmerge was securely chained to his spirit, leaving no trace in his conscious mind. ‘If I was too rough …’ he said, looking remorseful.
‘No!’ I cried, and leaned up to kiss his mouth softly. His arm tightened around me, but I drew back and looked pointedly at the small glass window where a sagging bit of hessian hung crooked, letting in a narrow beam of grey daylight.
He sighed. ‘I know, I know. I cannot believe we slept the whole night. It was early evening when we came here.’
‘They will be looking for us soon,’ I said.
He scowled. ‘Linnet has already managed to give me a painful prod during a brief break in the rain. She wanted to know when I would be coming back to the house.’
‘Did she … does she know we are together …’ I stopped, confused.
Rushton smiled almost sheepishly. ‘She had barely managed to ask before it started to rain again. Fortunately it is still raining a little, but I had better go back before she comes looking for me.’
He sat up, but when I would have done the same, he gently pushed me down, and bade me lie in while I had the chance. ‘I will go and see Grufyyd about these lemons and I will talk to Alad about the wet-weather plans for the moon fair, and then I will come back and we can walk up to the house together. Of course, if I could choose, I would rather stay here.’ His eyes swept over me from head to toe in a way that made my blood feel as if it were running backwards through my veins. He knelt to kiss me and said softly, ‘I will always remember you in this moment, lying there with your hair all dark and tumbled about your white shoulders and lovely breasts. How beautiful you are, my love. My ravek.’
Tears stung my eyes to hear him use the tribal term he had used when first we spoke of love to one another in Sador. It meant you who have my heart beneath your heel.
I sat up to kiss him back, thinking with anguish of the chained bear. Rushton frowned when he drew back as if he had felt my grief. Then I thought of the link and wondered if he had. I reached out to touch his cheek and said huskily, ‘I wish we might stay here together for the whole day.’
The shadow passed from his eyes as I had known it would at these provocative words, and he gave a low incredulous laugh. ‘I wonder if you can possibly imagine how much I love you,’ he said, then he bade me sternly to lie down and behave so he could make himself respectable. I laughed as he got up, wrapped himself in his still damp coat and went out, letting in a gust of clean, cold, rain-damp air.
Somehow I fell into a light doze and woke only when Rushton, now dressed, knelt by me and gestured to a bowl of warmed water, soap and a towel he had set out on the hearth for me to bathe myself. He told me that he had brought in some more wood from the pile outside to replace what we had used, then he rose and went out again.
I got up and washed myself slowly, conscious that the rain was falling so lightly now and that it was only a matter of time before Ceirwan sought me out. I kept my mind firmly shielded, and noted that my body ached, but with a strangely pleasant ache. I fell to thinking of the night until the room grew cold enough for me to notice I had nearly let the fire go out. I dried myself, got a bit of wood and put it on the embers, and then I pulled on my underclothes, which Rushton must have hung on the mantel when he got up. They were still damp, and so were my trews, but my shirt was completely dry. I dressed and pulled on my boots, combed my hair as best I could with my fingers and braided it tightly.
There was no mirror in the shack, I discovered, when a desire came over me to look at myself. I shrugged and searched for food, for my stomach felt as if it were cleaving to my bones I was so hungry. Unfortunately there was nothing in Louis’s pantry save some split peas in a tin and a sack of oats. Obviously he had run down his supplies, knowing he was going to be away for a few days. My stomach rumbled insistently and I was just wondering if I could tolerate porridge without honey when the door opened and Rushton entered, saying he had got some food from the farm kitchen so that we could share a firstmeal together before returning to the house. He had hot rolls, a round of sweet cheese, dried figs and a jug of fresh milk. The little fuss of finding plates and forks and heating the milk covered the momentary shyness I felt. Rushton said nothing of the night that had passed, but as we ate, his hands strayed often to me in passing, touching my hair, face and hands.
‘You saw Grufyyd?’ I asked when we had finished.
‘I did. He had intended to send mead and ferment as part of the tithe, but one of the Norselanders said shipmasters forbid intoxicating drinks at sea,’ Rushton said.
‘And do they?’ I asked.
‘Powyrs drank ferment aboard The Cutter, but I do remember Reuvan once saying that no ship he had sailed upon had ever more than water. I can’t speak for the Sadorians, though I don’t believe I ever saw anyone take a drink aboard. My feeling is that the matter depends upon the views of the shipmaster more than any hard and fast law. But on this voyage I reminded Grufyyd that space had better be given to staples. He finally decided he would send a few kegs per ship of his special ferment, which might serve as an offering, or at a pinch, to clean wounds. If the shipmasters refuse them, he says we should wet the hull of the new ship before we sail away.’
‘There won’t be much time for celebrating before we set sail,’ I said. I listened, struck by the silence. ‘Has the rain stopped?’
‘It has,’ Rushton said, and then he grimaced. ‘I hate to say it but we had better go back. Your guild will be wondering where you have got to and Grufyyd said several wagons had already come in with traders and other folk last night and this morning, all of them wanting to know where they are supposed to set up their stalls.’
We both got up and as I bent to rake out the fire, Rushton looked around the shack slowly. When his gaze found its way back to me, we stared at one another for a long transfixed moment then he laughed and said, ‘If we had trouble being distracted by thoughts of one another before, it will be impossible now!’
We tidied the remnants of our meal away before heading back to the house along the most direct route. It was very early and very cold and the ground was sodden as we wove our way through the bedraggled tents that lined both sides of the path beside the maze. But I noticed a lot of hay had already been laid down to cover the mud, and the sky was clear pale blue. There was not a breath of wind.
My head ached a little and my body felt tender, but I was careful to give no sign of it, lest Rushton again worry that he had hurt me. It was impossible to explain that this soft, heavy, wounded feeling was sweet.
As we passed Jacob’s grave, my steps faltered and I stopped, almost able to imagine the old man setting his journal and the plast suit in the empty grave before he left Obernewtyn for the last time. ‘I wonder if he really did go into the mountains,’ I said.
I did not realise I had spoken my thought aloud until Rushton enfolded me in his arms from behind and rested his chin on my shoulder, saying, ‘I do not know why this old riddle interests you so, my love.’
I turned and kissed him lightly, thinking that he did know, but that he could not remember. The thought pained me, but we went on hand in hand, until we reached the side door that would bring me to the Farseekers hall. I stopped. ‘I will go in this way,’ I said.
‘I wish that our paths need never diverge in even the smallest way,’ Rushton said, but then he kissed me gently and went on along the path towards the front entrance.
By the time I reached my turret room, I was shivering with cold in my damp clothes and my headache had worsened. Accepting glumly that I had probably taken a chill, I stripped off my wet garments and pulled on a robe, fragrant from the cedar chest where it had been stored. Someone had lit and banked a fire the night before and there were enough hot embers remaining for me to get it alight again. I stood before it to warm myself while I waited for a kettle of water to boil. I had some herbs which, steeped in hot water, would soothe my throat and hopefully I would need nothing more, since my body was probably already mustering the self-healing skills taught it by the Agyllian healer Nerat. By the morrow, I would be perfectly well, sooner if I slept an hour or two and surrendered wholly to the healing process, but before I could think of taking to my bed I had to go to the Healing Hall to see if Darius and Kella had tried yet to rouse Miky. I also wanted to ask Kella about Dragon, since she had been virtually the last person to see the girl before she disappeared.
I would sleep a few hours in the afternoon, I decided, for I needed to be fresh that night, when I was determined to finally seek out Atthis on the dreamtrails. Yet as I shed my robe and dressed in dry clothes, it was hard to feel the urgency of anything. A languid warmth like honey seemed to be flowing through me which made me feel as if I were melting from within. I went to look at myself in the little mirror set upon the mantelshelf above the fire. Glad no one had seen me looking so dishevelled, I unbraided my hair. But this led me to remembering the feel of Rushton’s fingers caressing my head. Every touch seemed to lead back to the previous night.
I fought to school my thoughts as I combed my hair briskly. It would be mortifying if I went about all day leaking emotions and intimate images! I noted that my lips were swollen and my cheeks were very flushed. It is only the fever, I told myself firmly, turning my back on the mirror. Nevertheless I was glad I had not encountered anyone on the way to the turret room, clad in damp crumpled clothes with unravelling hair, my lips red from being kissed. It was not that I was shamed by what had happened, it was rather that it was too precious, too full of joy and sorrow to be exposed to anyone yet.
I felt Ceirwan’s probe touch my mind lightly and I shielded my private thoughts firmly and opened my mind to him. ‘Good morning, Guildmistress,’ he greeted me cheerfully. ‘Linnet said you an’ Rushton decided to stay down on th’ farms last night. It was a very wild night.’
‘At least the rain has stopped and the sky looks clear now,’ I sent, glad he could not see my face and hoping he would not ask where I had slept. ‘Come up to the turret room in half an hour or so. I am just changing into dry clothes and then I want to go to the Healing Hall to see if Darius and Kella have tried to rouse Miky.’
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The guilden arrived a half hour later at the same time as Aras and Zarak and we had an impromptu meeting over what had yet to be done for the Red Land expedition. Zarak reported that the futuretellers had given the members of our guild who were to go with the ships new boots, coats, a blanket and pack each as well as spare clothes for the journey. Some had also got weapons from the Coercer guild and the rest would have them by the morrow. Roland had his guild preparing small individual healing packs for each person, but they would not be ready for another day or so. Otherwise, we had simply to help the remaining guilds with their preparations, and fetch and carry for Alad and Javo, upon whom the job of providing our tithe had fallen. Our main task had been to provide information, and when I asked how that was progressing, Aras said that one more night would see the last of the information scribed and then she would take the parchment pages to the Teknoguild cave so that they could be properly bound, for it would be hardier as a true book. She had also scribed the measurements of the maps that were still drying, and had already asked the teknoguilders for a case to protect them. I was impressed with her forethought and said so.
It was as Rushton had observed at the guildmerge – we were well on the way to being completely prepared for the expedition. We turned our attention to the looming moon fair. Needless to say, the storms had wreaked havoc on the sites where tents had been erected, but Katlyn, who seemed to have an uncanny ability to read the weather, had declared that it would not rain again until after the moon fair. Such was her record of accuracy that Ceirwan and the others accepted her word as a decree. I hoped she was right, especially given the recent arrival of several small wagons and carriages carrying traders and their families and wares.
I had not seen them on the farms, but then I had not seen anyone but Rushton. For a moment I saw him, his face flushed, lying beside me, smiling.
‘Elspeth?’ Ceirwan said.
‘I’m sorry,’ I said, feeling myself flush. ‘What about the choosing?’
‘I was just sayin’ that we have spoken with each of the final candidates who have said they will name the Farseekers guild when they undergo the choosing during the moon fair,’ he said. He went on to explain that both he and Zarak had approved all of the candidates, but Aras felt that two of the youngest Westland orphans who possessed two equally strong secondary Talents were simply too young to choose between them. However, after we discussed it, there seemed no other possibility but to allow it, since the two had no family and there were no organisations within our community, save the guilds, to care for them.
This led us to an old discussion about the possibility of offering a novice year in which young candidates could spend a certain amount of time in each guild, regardless of their abilities, and at the conclusion of the year, they would choose a guild. Aras, who had suggested it, said again that it might be best to link the conclusion of the novice period to an age rather than a period of time, since people took more or less time to learn, depending on their abilities and temperament. Zarak disagreed with the whole idea, saying yet again that he would have fretted even more bitterly than he had done in the Beastguild if he had had to spend a year marking time before he could choose his guild.
‘And after all, a candidate who feels they chose wrongly can always request to change guilds as I did,’ he said.
‘Yet if you had had more time, you might have chosen the Farseekers first,’ Aras said composedly.
Zarak looked irritated and then he sighed and admitted that she might be right. He thought for a moment and then asked if we could not better offer a general novice year in which signal speech and exercises were taught, and where the novices could receive some early training in each of their Talents, as well as being tested for others. That would make the year more purposeful and it could even be offered to unTalented Landfolk to study at Obernewtyn for a time.
Aras nodded, her eyes shining with enthusiasm. ‘Those taking part could work on the farms to earn their keep, or in the kitchens, and they would have the chance to live in a community where beasts and humans were equal. If they lived among us, they would know we were not monsters.’
Ceirwan nodded too. ‘It might even be possible for this year to include th’ scribin’ an’ countin’ and readin’ that Dardelan and Gwynedd want all bairns to learn. A bairn could then have th’ option of learnin’ those things here as part of an introductory guild course, or at one of the teaching centres that are to be established throughout the Land.’
‘You really think unTalented folk would choose to come here?’ I asked, startled by their enthusiasm.
‘I think learnin’ here could be presented as an inter-estin’ and special alternative,’ the guilden insisted. ‘An’ it will be good timin’, since if we are to become a settlement, we are bound to have unTalented people as well as Talented livin’ among us.’
The others went on talking and planning eagerly, while I kept my doubts to myself, for it had suddenly struck me that this was how it would be when I was gone. These three would lead the Farseekers and Obernewtyn would be a shire. After they had talked themselves out, I said I thought they should work on the proposal and present it to the other guildmasters for comments and suggestions before presenting it to a full guildmerge. Ceirwan looked disappointed but he agreed that it would be better to wait until Obernewtyn had become a shire, and the moon fair was over.
‘Do you want us to wait until you return?’ Aras asked me.
I shook my head, keeping my thoughts and emotions well shielded. ‘I think you should go ahead and present it at the next guildmerge.’
We went on then to discuss those whom we had decided to raise up from novice to full farseeker and about who might be sent to the west coast to work with Dell in setting up a Farseeker guild there. It had been suggested at a previous guildmerge that Ceirwan ought to become master of the new guild at Oldhaven, being the most senior farseeker aside from me, but he had asked that the matter be postponed until the following guildmerge. I had supported his request for a postponement because, aside from knowing that neither he nor Freya wished to live in the west, I was aware that he would need to fill my shoes when I left Obernewtyn. Since everyone now knew I was to travel with the expedition, the subject had not arisen at the last guildmerge and I had avoided discussing the future with Ceirwan, knowing that the matter would soon be settled.
‘I could go there to help set up a guild but I would not want to be posted to Oldhaven permanently,’ Zarak said now. I distracted him by asking if he had actually asked Lina to bond with him yet. ‘I have and she said yes,’ he replied rather smugly.
‘Of course she did and I am happy for you both,’ I said. ‘You will bond this moon fair, then?’
He nodded. ‘My father will perform the ceremony.’
‘I am to be their witness,’ Aras announced with grave pride, and I marvelled at how far they had come from the timid girl too shy to realise her own brightness, and the resentful, envious, beastspeaker boy who had begged to be allowed to change to the Farseekers. They were firm friends now and capable of arguing against one another without rancour. It warmed my heart to see the fond glance Zarak gave her.
‘They’re nowt bairns anymore,’ Ceirwan said reflectively when the pair had been dismissed and we were crossing Obernewtyn to visit the Healing Hall.
‘It seems but a moment ago that we were children,’ I said.
The guilden frowned. ‘Ye sound a wee bit hoarse, Guildmistress.’
‘It was getting wet yesterday. It is nothing to be concerned about,’ I said dismissively. ‘I had a herb drink in my chamber just now.’
‘Like as nowt Roland’ll tell ye to gan to bed,’ Ceirwan predicted.
‘I might not need too much telling,’ I admitted, which caused the guilden to give me such a sharply speculative look that I wished I had kept quiet. But when he spoke again it was only to remind me that I would need to go and be fitted for the expedition at some point.
‘I have a new coat and boots already,’ I said. ‘Maryon presented me with them when I last visited her. In fact I wore them yesterday to ride down to see Iriny. Naturally they fit beautifully and were completely waterproof, though I doubt I will have much use for either aboard a ship or in the Red Land.’
‘Maryon must have seen somethin’ that made her give ye heavy clothes,’ Ceirwan said lightly, and I reflected that my successor was likely to have a good deal less difficulty in dealing with the Futuretellers than I had. He went on. ‘Did she ever say what you an’ Dragon were doin’ in th’ Red Land when she saw ye?’
I shrugged. ‘I didn’t think to ask that, but I will.’
‘What about Iriny?’ Ceirwan asked. There was curiosity in his voice, for I had not explained to him why I had wanted to see her.
‘I think she might be interested in the chieftain of Halfmoon Bay, but I forgot to tell her that he will be here for the moon fair. Fortunately she will remain in the highlands and her brother will be up any time so I will make a point of mentioning to him that she is camped in the White Valley.’
Ceirwan stopped suddenly and turned to face me. ‘Here, you have just reminded me! One of the jacks that just came mentioned ridin’ past a large troupe of Twentyfamilies gypsies headed up to th’ White Valley.’
‘They are to hold a ceremony there,’ I said. ‘That is why Darius came up.’
I wished I could ride down at once to find out if Swallow had anything to say about my intention to travel with the four ships to the Red Land and to discover what he knew about the journey his own ancestors had made from that distant land. But given what Iriny had said, I decided it would be politic to wait till after he had chosen the child who would be his heir. I wondered if the knowledge that he might bear no son or daughter had saddened him. He had always seemed so ready to accept the things predicted for him that I found it hard to imagine him reacting with disappointment. Would he not simply accept his childlessness, or was it different when the predicted future was not connected to the ancient promises?
I saw Ceirwan’s expression slacken and realised someone was communicating with him. ‘That was Zarak. He was eating firstmeal when Gevan brought Reuvan into the kitchens. He had ridden up earlier with a message from Dardelan for Brydda and Rushton. According to Zarak, the gist of it seems to be that the high chieftain will not now arrive until the afternoon of darkmoon.’
‘That is cutting it rather fine,’ I said.
‘It seems Dardelan’s spy in Sawlney sent word to him that a meeting is to take place between th’ leaders of th’ various robber bands to talk of merging into a renegade army. It sounds mad, but when ye ken that some of them were soldierguards or Hedra, it dinna sound quite so farfetched.’
‘What has this to do with Dardelan coming up late for the moon fair?’ I asked.
‘The meetin’ is to take place at mid morning on darkmoon, an’ Dardelan sees it as the perfect opportunity to swoop in and nab all of the ringleaders.’
‘No doubt it was arranged deliberately to happen after his departure for the highlands and the moon fair,’ I muttered. ‘Jude would know that Brydda is already up here, and no doubt he is well enough informed to know that Rolf, Khuria and Elii are coming up as well. Indeed, all Misfits who can make the journey as well as those who sympathise with us will be here or on their way up. Leaving the way clear. Ye gods, maybe they plan some sort of coup!’
Ceirwan nodded. ‘Dardelan thinks they will stage some sort of demonstration to make a point connected to the moon fair, but the meetin’ is to happen first, in Sawlney. Zarak said our high chieftain means to ride out from Sutrium afore dawn on darkmoon as if he is headed up here as planned. But in reality he will ride as far as Saithwold, then turn an’ ride back to Sawlney with a host of armsmen at his back. Reuvan told Zarak that Dardelan bade him ask Gevan to send down some of his own people to take part in the attack, an’ any of the coercer-knights that can be spared. They and a good many of the men an’ women now on road patrol will rendezvous at his father’s property.’
‘I just hope that Dardelan arrives here intact and in time for the opening of the moon fair,’ I said. ‘It would seem an ill omen if, after his insistence on holding the ceremonies that will turn Obernewtyn into a shire and Rushton into a chieftain, Dardelan did not appear to play his part. Did Reuvan mention Analivia at all?’
‘Zarak dinna say but he did have one bit of news from Reuvan that will make ye happy,’ Ceirwan said. ‘Dameon is on his way back from Oldhaven.’ My heart lifted, but Ceirwan’s expression remained serious as he went on. ‘But Elspeth, ye ought to ken that Dragon is nowt with him.’
My heart sank, and yet a part of me was not surprised. Somehow it had always seemed too easy and too neat a solution to the girl’s disappearance that Dameon would find her. I mastered my disappointment by reminding myself that tonight I would have the opportunity to ask Atthis where she was. And despite all this, my spirit lifted at the news that Dameon was on his way home.
But as I mounted the few wide steps leading up to the main Healing Hall a few minutes later, it struck me that Dameon would arrive in time for me to say a final farewell to him.
It was almost a relief to see Kella coming along the large chamber towards me. She had not yet noticed me as she walked slowly, hands clasped behind her back, head bowed in thought. Then she lifted her head and saw me. I was shocked to see how haggard she looked.
‘What has happened to the twins?’ I asked.
She blinked at me out of red-rimmed eyes and said with fretful irritation, ‘Nothing has happened. They are both dying and I cannot help them. Gevan is a strong coercer and Kader helped us and we used Sover’s techniques. We worked so hard and for so long, but we could not reach their minds. This is my fault for not coming up to Obernewtyn sooner.’
I was taken aback by the despair and bitterness in her voice and despite my ambivalence towards her over Domick, I said, ‘What is happening to the twins began long ago with Malik’s betrayal in the White Valley. You were not responsible for that or for their decline now. Nor can you be sure that you would have had any more success at reaching them if you had come up sooner. Indeed, you were here when Angina was first ill and you were no more able to help him then than any other healer. No one can blame you for what is happening to him and Miky now.’
Kella’s eyes were suddenly swimming with tears. ‘But you blame me for not loving Domick enough, don’t you?’
I did not know how to respond. Finally I said carefully, keeping my tone plain, ‘I wish you had cared enough to come to see him before he died. Or to speak a few words at his graveside.’
Her eyes widened in shock and she said urgently, indignantly, ‘But I would have, of course I would, if only I had heard in time that he was ill. But I left Sutrium before Iriny came over with the news that he was the plague carrier. I knew nothing of that or of his death until days and days later when Iriny came to the Brown Haw Rises where the gypsies were camped. That was after you had left by ship for Norseland and Sador and Domick had already been buried. I went, later, to see his grave and to lay flowers on it.’ Tears were now spilling down her cheeks.
‘I did not realise …’ I said, shattered by her obvious grief and regret, and full of remorse at the injustice I had done her. ‘I am sorry …’
‘Don’t,’ Kella said sharply. ‘I have been putting off coming back to Obernewtyn because I feared to face your disgust.’
I was taken aback. ‘You have just explained that you did not know what was happening to Domick, so why would I be disgusted?’
She looked searchingly at me through her tears. ‘You don’t know do you?’
‘Know what?’ I asked, bewildered.
She heaved a long breath and said in a low voice, ‘We should sit instead of standing in the hall like this. Gevan has let us have a chamber here, not that either of us has used it.’ She turned on her heel and led me into a small sleeping chamber with two low couches drawn up before a fireplace and a made-up bed against the wall. The shawl she had been wearing upon her arrival lay on the couch.
I sat on the other couch but Kella remained standing and wrung her hands a little before saying,’ ‘Elspeth, there are those for whom one great love comes, which will last unto and even beyond death. I think you have that love for Rushton and he for you, but not everyone is like that. I loved Domick truly and he loved me and if nought had gone awry I believe we would have remained in love. But when he sent me away, I went. If I had loved him more, I think I would not have listened to him. Perhaps it will sound harsh to you, but I think it was the same for him. If his love for me had been deeper and more enduring, he could not have borne to send me away. He would have let me help him when his mind began to crumble under the strain of the things he had seen and done as a spy.’
‘It may be so,’ I said, still puzzled.
She sighed. ‘To begin with I felt I would never get over my sorrow at having been spurned by him, but in the end what tormented me most was the knowledge that I had failed him as a healer. Ironically, if I had loved him less, I would have seen sooner what was happening, and I might have been able to help him. But I only loved him well enough to make me fail him as a healer. When I left here to go to Sutrium last year, my main motivation was to find Domick and help him to get better. But then he vanished and so I waited in Sutrium, working in the Healing Centre.’
‘You do not need to explain yourself to me, Kella,’ I said.
‘Don’t I?’ she asked coolly, and then she sighed. ‘I am sorry. I did not know until I saw you that I was angry with you for judging me. I thought only that you were angry with me.’
‘I was with Domick and his death was hard and sad,’ I said. ‘It was dreadful not to be able to do anything to help him, and difficult to think you had been so callous. I am sorry for thinking that of you. I truly should have known better.’
‘Do not apologise until I finish my story,’ she said. ‘It nearly drove me mad hearing what Ariel had done to Domick, and what he was made to do to Rushton.’ She gave me a look in which pity and compassion mingled with admiration. ‘It was Rushton who told me that you found Domick in time to stop him destroying thousands of lives, that you helped him to find himself before the end. You healed his spirit and Darius says that is the greatest healing. For that I truly thank you.’
For some reason her words made me think of the black power coiled in the darkest corner of my mind and I thought bleakly that if saving a spirit was the greatest power, then the ability to kill must be the darkest, for was it not the opposite? The severing of the silver link that binds spirit to flesh?
And then, just like that, it came to me how I could give the help I had been asked to give.
‘Elspeth?’ Kella said. ‘Are you ill?’
I shook my head, and prevaricated. ‘I took a slight chill when I was caught in the rain last night on the way to the farms, and between that and everything happening, I seem unable to concentrate on anything.’ Nothing would do then but that Kella prepare a potion for me. I let her do what she liked for I was beginning to feel light-headed. When I was sipping at the honeyed liquid she had concocted, she sat by me and resumed her story.
‘More than anything else, after Rushton told me what had happened to Domick, I felt a terrible guilt, because while he had been suffering and dying, I had been realising that I had fallen in love with someone else. That is why I left Sutrium when I did and why I was not there to hear what had happened to Domick. I had to go after him and tell him.’
I stared at her. ‘Tell who?’
A lovely colour bloomed in Kella’s pale cheeks and she said, almost tenderly, ‘Elspeth you were ever blind to such things, but I cannot believe that even you have not guessed it by now. It is Darius that I love. I have never met anyone more wise and kind and sweet-hearted. It was because of those qualities that I told him everything about Domick when we were travelling down to Sutrium last year. I swore I could never love anyone else, for so it seemed to me. Then Darius went with you to Saithwold and Dragon and I went on to Sutrium. It was not until Dardelan brought Vos and Malik down to Sutrium that I learned Darius had fallen terribly ill in Saithwold. I went to see him when I heard he had been brought to the gypsy camp on one of the greens and he was truly in an awful state. I wanted to help but my being there seemed to make him worse. That mortified me but I went to the Healing Centre, yet I could not stop worrying about him.’
She sighed. ‘Then one night, I woke from a nightmare to the memory of myself pouring my heart out to Darius. I remembered a look of pain that had crossed his face when I told him I could never love anyone but Domick and I realised he had not looked like that because of the pain in his limbs, as I had supposed at the time, but because of what I had said. And I knew he would not feel pain at my words unless he cared for me.’
She got up in an echo of remembered agitation. ‘All at once it was clear to me that I loved him and had loved him for some time without being aware of it. I leapt up at once with a cry that woke Dragon. She must have thought I was mad for it was the middle of the night, but I was determined to go to the gypsy camp at once, and declare myself to Darius then and there. Dragon would not be left behind so I took her with me. It was madness to go without telling anyone but it was night and the whole city was upside-down with the plan to lure the soldierguards over the Suggredoon. I should have waited, of course, but Darius had been so ill when I last saw him that I felt as if everything was endangered and uncertain and I had to act at once.’
‘So you told him?’
‘I couldn’t. I found out when I got to the gypsy green that he had been taken when most of the other gypsies had set off for a camp in the lower highlands. But Swallow was there. I suppose he was waiting for Iriny, for she had yet to return. At first he would not tell me where Darius was but I simply blurted out what I wanted to say to him, and suddenly he gave me a wicked smile and said he would send me with his mother who was about to go up and join the others. But I would have to go at once. It was madness and utterly inconsiderate but I said I would go and that Dragon would go with me. But she refused. She thought I wanted to bring her to Obernewtyn and she … well she did not want that. Finally Swallow said he would take her back to the Healing Centre. I asked if she would go with him and she agreed.’
‘That is the last time you saw her?’ I broke in.
She nodded. ‘I feel awful about her disappearance, of course. No one raised any alarm or worried about her at first because it was thought that she was with me. Then I sent word to the Healing Centre to say I was well and would soon return and I asked about Dragon. That was when we realised no one had seen her since we had left together. Yet Swallow had promised to take her to the Healing Centre and he is not a man who would do other than he swore to do.’
‘You judge his character well,’ I murmured, and bade her go on with her story, knowing I would be able to question Swallow myself in a day or so.
Kella shrugged. ‘There is little enough left to tell beyond what I have told. I went up in the wagon with Maire to the camp, which was in the Brown Haw Rises, found Darius and told him that I loved him. He was no longer so ill, but he was terribly thin and pale. When he heard my words, he smiled and it was …’ She shook her head, unable to find words radiant enough for her joy. Then she sobered. ‘Later when I heard about Domick, it sickened me to realise that perhaps at the very moment I had been telling Darius I loved him, Domick had been dying. I did not cease to love Darius, of course, but it was hard to think of it, and later, well, I felt you must loathe me when you knew. Then there was Dragon’s disappearance. I ought to have made her come with me or at least made sure she was with someone who would watch over her.’
‘I don’t loathe you for falling in love with Darius nor would Domick,’ I said firmly. ‘He would be glad that you have found love again and so am I.’ I reached out and took her hands and though she looked startled, she did not pull away from me. ‘As for Dragon, you said yourself that you tried to take her with you and she refused to go. You were not to know she would take it into her head to run off, for I’m sure Swallow would have done what he said he would do, and taken her back to the Healing Centre. Which means she left after he had gone.’
The healer brushed away a scatter of tears with a trembling hand. ‘It is just such a relief to know that you don’t hate me, Elspeth. I thought coming up here that if I could help Miky and Angina you might forgive me, and then last night, no matter what we did, I could not help them.’
I reached out impulsively to hug her and at first she was so startled that she stiffened, but then she softened and rested her head against my shoulder and we sat like that for a long while. But when I felt her empathy tickling at my senses I drew back hastily, saying I wanted to look at the twins and asking if she would come too.
She shook her head, her expression darkening. ‘I can’t look at them again so soon, but I will try to reach them again later when Darius wakes,’ she promised. I remembered suddenly how she had nearly killed herself trying to save people after one of the plagues that had struck the Land before Domick sent her away and wondered how I had ever imagined that she would have callously and knowingly turned her back on a suffering man, let alone one whom she had loved.
I bade her dry her tears and have a few hours’ rest. We would talk again later. She gave me a tremulous, grateful smile and said Darius had told her the same thing.
‘Where is he?’ I asked.
‘He is in the Healer guildmaster’s chamber. I gave him a tisane and he fell asleep when Okan was massaging him. We did not want to wake him, just to shift him to a different chamber, for he sleeps ill at the best of times. He is determined to try his own Talents on the twins before he goes down to the White Valley,’ Kella said, but there was little hope in her voice.
I went to the twins’ chamber, thinking it was an ugly thing to imagine Kella confessing her love to Darius at the very time Domick had been suffering so dreadfully, yet she had not known it and nor had he. Roland was in the twins’ chamber and I saw by the bowls on a tray that he had been supervising the coercion of nourishment to the twins. There was no sign of the coercer who had worked with him, but Roland looked weary and discouraged. I did not blame him, for feeding unconscious patients was tedious and messy. I thought with regret of the way in which the machines in the Beforetime complex at Oldhaven had fed Domick and given him medicines through tubes attached to little hollow needles. Roland and I had actually discussed the possibility of sending the twins to Oldhaven soon after I returned from Sador, but Jak, who knew best how to operate the healing computermachines, was far away in Sador, and it was unlikely that Angina would survive such a journey. We had debated sending Miky alone, but somehow none of us felt it would serve either of the twins to separate them, an irony considering what Angina had asked of me.
The Healer guildmaster noticed me standing in the doorway and he waved to me to come in. As I took the seat beside him, he said, ‘I feed them each day, Elspeth, not knowing if I do right or wrong in forcing food into them. They would have long since died without it and yet they die a little each day anyway.’
‘Kella said both of you spent half the night trying to get through to their minds using Sover’s techniques,’ I said. I laid my hand over his, startling us both.
‘I can’t help wondering if it is truly my duty as a healer to hold to life one whom nature would release to death,’ he said.
‘Your duty is to heal, not to judge the worth of what you do,’ I said.
‘Perhaps a healer sometimes has the duty to let be. That was what my old grandmother used to say. Let be. Let things be as they are. Don’t meddle. Maybe there is a moment when healers should stand back and let be.’ He heaved a great sigh. ‘Even if we continue fighting to keep them alive, they cannot live much longer.’
‘You have thought that before,’ I said, trying for a cheerful tone, but he gave me a sombre look.
‘Aye, I said it of the lad, but not the girl. Yet she is nearing the edge too, now. When she is ready, they will both go. I think we could not reach their minds using Sover’s techniques because they are halfway on the journey to death.’
‘Hannay?’
‘I don’t know. He stumbled away after we gave up. We had to. None of us had anything left to give. I was too spent to go after the poor lad. But what could I have done if I had? She must die and he must grieve, it seems.’
‘You need rest, my friend.’
‘Who will watch over them?’ he asked.
‘Someone else,’ I said, and led him out.
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Back in my chamber, I stood at the window and looked off into the distance, unseeing. I felt hollowed out by anxiety about the twins and by pity for Kella and Hannay and Roland; I knew that I was drained by the self-healing of my body and by the storm of emotions I had experienced, but knowing that changed nothing. On the way back to my chamber from the Healing Hall, I had farsought Ceirwan to tell him that I meant to sleep for a few hours, and he asked if I did not want him to send up some food on a tray.
I shook my head. ‘If I need food Javo has sent a tray mounded with samples of different travel foods for me to try which he and Katlyn have been creating. Aras just told me that Christa had apparently suggested to Javo that they test them out on me, if that makes any sense.’
‘It doesn’t much but maybe Christa foresaw that you would sleep through the meals and wake hungry,’ Ceirwan quipped. ‘Seriously though, I think ye should consider just takin’ to your bed an’ sleeping the rest of the day an’ the night an’ be done wi’ it. After all, ye kenned at the meetin’ this morning that we have everything in hand fer the moon fair an’ fer th’ expedition. Ye need not even go down to the Coercers hall to choose a weapon, now, though when ye wake tomorrow ye might prepare yer pack with all ye mean to take on th’ expedition. That is what I have advised all of th’ others who will travel to the Red Land to do, for Rushton is determined that the packs and weapons will go down to the lowlands with Dardelan so they can be loaded onto the ships in advance. He just told Reuvan yer all to leave at dawn the day after the moon fair ends.’
‘I might sleep through,’ I said non-committally, not wanting to think how few days I had left at Obernewtyn.
It was not until we had broken contact that I wondered why the guilden had said I need not go down and choose a weapon. I had a knife but that would not be enough on its own. I had been debating about taking a short sword, though my preferred weapon was a staff. The question was answered the moment I turned to my bed, for there was a new pack and a bow and a quiver of arrows lying on it, which I had not noticed when I entered the chamber. The pack and quiver were made from the same dense woven fabric as my new boots and coat, which told me they were the other portion of the gift from the futuretellers, which Maryon had mentioned. Ceirwan must have seen them delivered. Inside the pack were two coils of good rope and two well-cured gourd bottles as well as a new pair of light but sturdy trews with reinforced knees. When I lifted the pack onto the floor, I found a folded sheet of parchment under it. Travel well, was scribed upon it, followed by Maryon’s personal rune.
I sat on the bed to examine the bow and arrows with puzzlement. I had enough of an ability as an archer to know the bow was beautifully crafted and balanced, but my skill at the staff was far greater. Nevertheless, the gifts of a futureteller were not to be taken lightly. Maryon had obviously seen something in my future to prompt the gift of a bow and arrows, and I resolved to find out on the morrow if Redlanders used bows and to have a target set up so that I could practise.
As I changed into a nightgown, a burst of birdsong lured me back to the window. I leant against the sill in the wan but welcome sunlight and listened for a time to the birds and the sounds of people talking and the distant ring of hammers on metal, which I guessed to be the sound of preparations for the moon fair. At last I went and climbed into my bed, thinking what a wicked indulgence it was to lie down in the middle of the day and simply give way to sleep.
I yawned widely and for a time memories of the previous night flowed sweetly through my body as much as my mind, making me long for Rushton despite my weariness. Then my eyelids grew heavy and I sank into sleep, dimly aware that somewhere, someone was laughing.
I had shielded my mind so that I would not dream and I sank like a stone until I was hovering over the mindstream. I had not intended immediately to assume a spirit-form, but in truth I felt stronger than I had expected, given how tired I had been. Perhaps it had something to do with the residue of the dark power, which I had drawn through me to chain Rushton’s knowledge of me inside him. I had thought it would pass away but now that I was not distracted by my body, I could feel it still.
Curious to find out what effect it might have on the mindstream, I summoned a tendril of its bright matter and drew it into me. I rose up through the layers of my mind until I was above consciousness and then I let it flow through me into a spirit-form. So far, all was as it had ever been as I transferred my will to it, then rose above my body and looked around me. Now the walls of the chamber were dark, save for the rush of red and orange etheric energy from the fire and a flood of violet and blue that lay around the window. The sky, too, was a whirl of violet and blue. I had intended to seek out the dreamtrails and Atthis, but the plight of the twins was still fresh in my mind.
Almost before I had decided upon it, I found myself drifting purposefully along the halls of Obernewtyn towards the Healing Hall, passing people who moved like dark shadows, oblivious to me, their spirits dim inside their waking bodies. The cord that connected my spirit to my flesh played out behind me, glowing softly white and silver, but I could not now see the golden cord. For a moment I feared it had vanished, but thinking about it allowed me to feel the light tug of it and then I saw it unravelling away but not in the same direction as the silver cord. That puzzled me until I realised that since it connected me to Rushton, it must lead to him.
My curiosity was as strong as a command to my spirit, and I turned and began to move in the direction of the golden cord. An image formed in my mind, which I recognised as the cobbled yard the coercer-knights used for training bouts. I saw Reuvan, Gevan and Linnet watching two coercers, only it seemed to me that they were practising acrobatic exercises. Then one of the coercers doffed a red cap and I realised they were practising for the magi performance.
Suddenly Rushton turned his head towards me, frowning and looking puzzled, and it gave me a jolt to realise that he might be able to feel my presence because of the cord.
Unnerved by the thought, I turned my mind again to the twins and the vision faded along with the golden cord as I glided once more towards the Healing Hall. Soon I was in the small chamber looking down at the twins, whose bodies lay unmoving as waxen dolls. To my spirit-eyes, their flesh was dark, but their spirits hovered above their bodies, connected to them only by the silver cord that links all spirit to its flesh. I had never seen such a thing before. The spirits of sleeping people and beasts usually overlapped their bodies, or drifted, moved by echoes of waking events or thoughts, or deep-seated compulsions, but it explained why Kella and her team had been unable to find the twins’ minds. In a way, Roland had been right, their spirits had travelled too far for the healers to reach them. Obviously the spirit-forms had been unconsciously created because they had no true shape or definition.
I moved closer to examine their spirit-forms and saw that, unlike Miky’s, the silver cord running from Angina’s body to his spirit-form was dim and thin, a skein of smoke that would break up the moment a hand or even a breath of air disturbed it. Indeed, it seemed to me that it had no substance; what held him was the lavender spirit link that connected his spirit to his sister’s.
Angina’s spirit-form was mostly yellow and a livid, sickly green in colour, but Miky’s spirit was violet and blue, except at the edges, and around the place where the lavender cord was bedded. Here the colour had faded badly and the blue had a greenish tinge. I studied the cord again and noticed flecks of violet and blue being drawn into the lavender cord from Miky’s spirit-form like leaves being carried from one pool to another by a stream that linked them. Obviously the link was enabling his spirit-form to draw on hers, and clearly it was sapping her vitality.
Belatedly I noticed that someone had entered the room, or perhaps they had been there all along and I had been too intent on the twins to notice. The person leaned over Miky’s unconscious body and I wondered if it was Hannay. I had not had the chance to speak to him since his return from the lowlands.
He reached out and held his hand above Miky at exactly the place where the silver-white cord ran from her body to her detached spirit-form. It must be a coincidence that he placed his hand into her spirit cord, for he could not possibly see it. Then something in the proportions of the dark form struck me, and I understood that it was not Hannay I was watching, but Darius.
Then I saw something astonishing: a bright spring-green pulse of light flowed from his hand into the link and up it. Realising it had not been chance that made him hold his hand in exactly that place, I followed the light as it moved along the link and into Miky’s spirit-form. Immediately the sickly green spreading about the base of the cord flushed to violet blue.
Was this the secret of Darius’s healing powers, I wondered incredulously? And yet what was it that I had seen, a pulse of spirit energy dispensed by the beasthealer to Miky’s spirit?
Suddenly I remembered that the ship fish Ari-noor and Ari-roth had given me the gift of ohrana, which they had defined as spirit energy, and which had kept me warm through hours of being towed along in the freezing waves. It was not something I had ever seen any other beast or human do, but I had no doubt that this was what Darius was doing.
Fascinated, I watched another pulse of green flow from the beasthealer’s hand up the link to the discol-oured place in Miky’s aura, but even as a new area of violet flowered, another patch of healthy colour was drawn into the lavender link, which glowed brighter than ever. Yet there was no change in the dull colours of Angina’s spirit.
Was it possible that the energy being drained from Miky was not going to her brother but to the link between them? If I was right, then no matter how much energy Darius poured into Miky, it would only be drawn into the link and serve to bind the pair more tightly. It would not actually help to heal either of the twins. And how long could Darius go on doing what he was doing? I knew from my experience with the ship fish that the energy a spirit could gift was finite.
I floated closer to Angina and studied the centre of the corruption of his spirit, a festering red and purple streak that corresponded with the wound from the arrow that he had taken in the White Valley. I wondered why it was so raw-looking when the wound to his flesh had long since healed. The physical scar was an ugly thing, to be sure, for the wound had become infected, but it had healed. Yet you would not know it by looking at his spirit.
Somehow the unhealed spirit wound was the cause of Angina’s sickness. If Angina and Miky were beasts, this would have made perfect sense, for in beasts the connection between flesh and spirit was much closer and stronger than the bond between humans and their spirits. Indeed, most animals were aware of their spirit at all times and those as evolved as the ship fish could actually draw on their spirits when they were awake, even as I believed Darius was now doing.
But this very closeness, which gave them power over their spirits, rendered them more vulnerable, for even a slight hurt to the flesh could kill a beast if both flesh and spirit were not tended. When a beast licked the wound of its mate or cub, or lay close to warm it, it was as much to heal the spirit as the wounded flesh. Human spirits appeared to be less vulnerable to wounding in general, and that must be because humans were less aware of their spirits, and so the link between them was less powerful but also less vulnerable. Of course, given the nature of their Talent, futuretellers were aware of their spirits, but for the most part they lived lives shaped to nourish their spirits and seldom ventured far from home or sought adventure. Nor did many of them realise that they could fly in spirit away from their bodies, for their interest was bent largely upon the limitless inner world, and on the mindstream.
There had been those who had flown in spirit, of course. Maryon had done so, and whatever she had faced there had led her to describe the dreamtrails as perilous dreamslopes. It was her experience of the dreamtrails that had led her to restrict knowledge of spirit-travel among her futuretellers by swearing to secrecy any who blundered upon them. But I suspected that even Maryon did not know it was possible for one spirit to feed energy to another. Indeed, there was little need of it, since the healing of the human spirit occurred naturally when the flesh was healed.
Except now. This brought me to the inescapable conclusion that something must have happened to make Angina aware enough of his spirit for it to become vulnerable. But what?
I looked at Darius, who continued to send energy to Miky, having no idea that it was being immediately drawn into the link binding the girl to her brother, and wondered if the ability to gift spirit energy was common among gypsy folk, or if it was unique to Darius. Had it to do with the fact that his own body caused him constant pain? Certainly the beasthealer must be more than usually aware of his spirit, to use it in such a way, and had not his unrequited love of Kella been a sickness of the spirit as much as of the flesh? Indeed, this must be what lay behind his almost miraculous ability to care for beasts. He could heal their spirit as well as tending to their flesh.
I wondered if he had tried to heal Angina’s spirit before turning his attention to Miky. Or had he known there was no hope for the boy? Some impulse made me reach out and dip my spirit hand into the red slash of colour in the boy’s aura. Immediately I saw the face of the man who had shot the arrow into him. I had not realised it in the White Valley, but he had spoken to Angina after the lad had fallen. I saw brutish spite and loathing in his eyes. ‘Not dead yet, Freak?’ he hissed. ‘I will kill you just as I dashed out the brains of the Misfit whelp my bondmate bore,’ he hissed. He drew out his sword to deliver the killing blow, only to be cut down himself by a gypsy arrow.
I drew back, appalled.
Angina’s spirit-form shifted and firmed into the same scaled creature I had seen in my dreams. In touching his wound, I had brought him to an awareness of his spirit and now he looked at me and, though its lips did not move, I heard his voice as if from very far away. I do not wish to live in a world where men with dark joy in their eyes kill their own babies.
‘Not all men hate like that,’ I whispered.
No, but that man’s hate poisoned me. I want to go into the stream. It sings an end to remembering that I yearn for. But I do not want to take Miky with me. Use the black sword and sever the link between us before it is too late.
I wanted to argue with him, but I saw that his body was beginning to shift from the brown of living flesh to the dull grey of unliving matter, the pale smoky cord running loosely, thinly, from his spirit to his body fading. I looked at Miky and saw with a sinking heart that the silver-white cord holding her spirit to her body was thinning, too, though the lavender cord binding her to her twin seemed brighter than ever. His flesh was dying and so was hers, though the link between them shone.
I saw you cutting it, Angina begged. I know you can do it. There is no other way to save her and there is no more time for thinking. This time his voice was barely audible.
Clenching my teeth, I closed my eyes, reaching down to the dark power slumbering in the deepest recesses of my mind. I inserted a tendril probe as I drew a rivulet of its dark potency into me and felt it move through me. I opened my spirit hands and willed it to flow out, thinking of Angina’s words, his need. I felt a tingling in my hands and looked down to see a sword of shadow, a black sword. Closing my fingers around its hilt, I lifted it and rose through the layers of my mind, point thrust upward. I could not feel anything but a tingling motion, as if icy water were flowing constantly across my palm, but when I opened my eyes in the healing chamber, I saw that I was still gripping the black sword. Light showed at the edges of the darkness of the blade as sunlight shines out from an eclipsing moon.
I became aware that Darius had dropped his hand. His form was still dim but his eyes now shone silver white. It was such an eerie sight that it frightened me, then it came to me that Darius was evoking his gypsy ability to see the spirit with waking eyes and as his glowing eyes turned to me, I understood that he could see me.
He reeled back and I saw his eyes widen, but then he stopped and his hand rose. I thought he was trying to make some calming gesture, then I realised he was using Brydda’s signal speech!
Who are you? his fingers asked.
I said nothing for I had no voice that he could have heard. Nor could I manipulate my spirit well enough in this realm to use fingerspeech to respond, even had I known more than the few useful phrases I had picked up.
Darius’s hands moved again. Save her if you can, spirit.
I turned swiftly to look at Angina and saw that his body was entirely grey now and the smoky silver-white cord had vanished. I looked up at the scaled spirit-form floating above it, held now only by the bright lavender cord that ran from it to Miky’s spirit. I was horrified to see that her flesh was turning grey as well, the silver cord connecting it to her spirit-form thinning and becoming more transparent.
Bile rose in my throat as I lifted the sword in a two-handed grip above my head, sickened by the knowledge that while Darius had been trying to heal with his spirit, I was about to kill with mine. It did not matter that physically Angina was so near to death. In one stroke I would end his life.
‘Forgive me, Miky,’ I thought, and brought the black blade sweeping down on the bright lavender cord that connected her spirit to her dying twin’s, severing it. There was a silent explosion of energy that hurled me violently away. I could feel and see nothing, and thought I might have broken the thread that connected me to my own flesh.
I woke lying on a pale road, dust in my mouth. Seeing that the hills either side were formed of clouds that shifted and rolled, I understood that I was on the dreamtrails. I sat up and felt the now familiar weight of the wings that were part of my spirit-form. Indeed, it was the pain of one wing, twisted under me, that had awakened me, for upon the dreamtrails spirit-forms were as solid as flesh and could experience pain even as flesh did. And as I knew only too well, any wound taken by a spirit-form on the dreamtrails would result in a corresponding physical wound.
I stood up and brushed myself off. The twisted wing hurt as a twisted ankle hurt and I flexed it lightly to ease it, gazing at the clouds. The light falling on them and on the road was neither sunlight nor moonlight and, as always, I found myself trying to define it. This time it came to me that it was as if light were being reflected off some other surface, softened as the moon softens the sun’s light. The road glittered a little, and coldly, as snow does.
I thought of Atthis’s warning to avoid the dreamtrails but especially to avoid them when I was without the protection of either or both of my guardians.
The clouds were churning more furiously now, seeking a form in my thoughts that would give them substance. I concentrated on thinking about the last time I had been at the ken; the eyrie of the Agyllian eldar atop a pinnacle of stone that rose up to the clouds in the high mountains. I pictured it as clearly as I could, but although the clouds of the dreamtrails turned pink and blue, they would not take form.
I wondered what I had done wrong. When I had dreamtravelled with Maruman seeking the carvings that had once been part of the front doors to Obernewtyn, the old cat had bidden me summon up a memory of the doors, and immediately the clouds had turned into the whispering dark green trees and the curving hedge and driveway leading to the front entrance of Obernewtyn. Concealed within the trees I had actually seen Rushton step out onto the moonlit road leading to the house, after my younger self had passed by in a carriage, though in reality I had not met him for some time after my arrival. In some mysterious way, the dreamtrails allowed you to visit a memory and then go beyond its boundaries. But acting upon the dreamtrails changed them. If I had stepped out and allowed Rushton to see me before we had met in life, all the events that came after would differ on the dreamtrails, and I would never again be able to return to any point after that action. It was as if the dreamtrails reflected life exactly, unless you entered them and changed something, which set in motion a different course of events. It was possible to return to a place I had visited before on the dreamtrails, but only if I had been very careful to alter nothing or if I could hold in my mind the changes I had made with perfect clarity.
But I had never summoned up the ken before. Maruman had done that at Atthis’s request, taking me with him. It struck me that, for the first time, I had interacted freely with Atthis without worrying about what would happen. Was that why I could not return to the moment now? Or was it possible that Atthis herself was somehow opposing me. She had never approached me, save through Maruman’s labyrinthine mind, except on the one occasion I had seen her in reality, when she had healed me after the firestorm in the White Valley. And she had warned me not to come alone to the dreamtrails.
I sighed and was about to will myself awake when I felt an unfamiliar weight at my side. Looking down, I saw a black sword belted at my hip. Puzzled, I drew it from its sheath and understood with a prickle of uneasiness that it was not a thing I had willed into being, as I had once willed myself to be holding a stick of charcoal and a sheet of parchment, or as I might have willed a change of clothes. The sword was a part of my spirit-form. A part of me.
I noticed that the blade was transparent, as if formed of ice, but when I touched it with a fingertip, I felt the dark power that lay sleeping inside me. The sword was a conduit, but how had I come to have it?
Suddenly I was afraid. Clamping down on the apprehension blooming in my breast, I sheathed the sword and prepared to will myself to wakefulness.
Then I thought of Straaka. Bruna had claimed that the tribesman’s spirit would find me, and yet as far as I understood such things, a spirit severed from its flesh should have been drawn immediately into the mindstream. His spirit could not have hung in balance as I had learned to do because that required an equalising of the opposing forces of the pull to rise to life and the pull from the mindstream. For him, there would be only one force.
Remembering the description in the dream-books of a man of smoke roped to a woman of flesh, I wondered if it was possible that the tribesman’s spirit had formed a link to Miryum’s flesh that kept his spirit from the mindstream. Bruna and Ahmedri had both claimed the dead tribesman’s spirit would not be able to enter the mindstream until Miryum had been freed so that she could reveal the whereabouts of Straaka’s bones. But what if the real point was finding Miryum so that the connection between her spirit and Straaka’s could be broken? Perhaps there was a ritual, connected to Straaka’s bones – which were all that remained of his flesh – that would be enacted to sever the connection.
Bruna had told me Straaka’s spirit would lead me to Miryum and that she would reveal the whereabouts of the tribesman’s bones. Only he had not sought me out. Perhaps he could not reach me while I was awake, but here I was unconscious and on the dreamtrails, and still there was no sign of him. Was it possible that he could not come here? Certainly I had never seen a bodiless spirit on the dreamtrails. I thought of the realm above the dreamtrails where I had encountered two other spirit-forms: one a melding of beast and man, and the other a voice, urging me to wake. What if Straaka was to be found in that high strange realm?
I opened my wings gingerly and flapped them once, twice, thrice. I rose a little from the ground and then came lightly down. The wing hurt, but not too much. I flapped my wings again and slowly rose up from the dreamtrails. I was startled to see something small and red floating down towards me, a bit of frayed wool or maybe a flower. I reached up to capture it, but even as I closed my fingers, making a little cage of them so that I would not crush whatever I had captured, I saw an immense darkness forming over me, a dreadful round mouth opening at its centre, ringed with glistening black fangs.
I did not wait to see what twisted form gathered about that mouth, nor did I waste time trying to escape by flying down. I did as the snarling wolf-headed spirit-form had bidden me do before.
I coerced myself straight to consciousness.
I woke to a ferocious headache and a stabbing ache in my shoulder. Groaning softly, I moved my arm and found it numb to the elbow.
‘Elspeth?’
It was Rushton’s voice. I tried to open my eyes but they were stuck together. When I persisted and at last opened them, Rushton was leaning over me, his face and throat softly ruddy in the light of the lantern he was setting down on the bedside table. The darkness told me that it was deep night.
‘I thought you were a dream,’ I muttered.
‘You are always thinking me a dream,’ he said, smiling. ‘Ceirwan said you had gone to bed this afternoon.’ There was a note of anxiety in his voice and I remembered his concern that he had hurt me.
I tried to speak but my voice came out as a dry croak. Rushton poured me water and, seeing me wince when I reached for it, looked grim. I drank slowly to give my wits a chance to assemble themselves. The dreamtravelling had confused me, besides which my body ached and my head throbbed from the force of the too-sudden return of spirit to flesh. At least I was no longer feverish. My healing powers had dealt with the chill, but the rigours of spirit-travel exacted their own payment.
‘It was nothing,’ I said. ‘I caught a mild chill from the rain last night and thought to sleep it off so that I would be fresh for the moon fair.’ Rushton looked so relieved that I reached out to touch his face, but the pain in my shoulder made me wince again. It was the physical echo of damage I had done to my spirit-form when I had fallen onto the dreamtrails, I realised.
And then I remembered abruptly and with a stabbing sorrow what had happened before that. I had gone in spirit-form to the twins and I had severed the link between them, which Elkar had called the goddess bond. It was the force of the energy released that had catapulted me to the dreamtrails.
‘I have hurt you,’ Rushton said grimly, misreading my expression.
‘Never,’ I said. I was sickened by what I had done but I would not burden Rushton with it. I reached out again, more carefully this time, to cup his cheek. ‘It was perfect.’
‘I should have been gentler,’ he said.
‘You were perfect,’ I said, and then I let my weariness flow into a yawn and told him that I was sure Kella had given me a pinch of sleep draught in the herbal potion she had mixed for me in the Healing Hall for me to have slept so long.
Instead of looking reassured, his expression sobered. ‘Roland said you had been there earlier in the day.’ He hesitated, and said, ‘I did not mean to wake you just now. I brought up a tray of travel food Javo wants you to try. Late as it is the kitchen is as crowded with people as if it were midday and the halls seem to be thronged with visitors being shown about.’
‘He already sent up a whole tray,’ I protested.
Rushton shrugged. ‘For some reason Christa suggested that you sample all of the different things being prepared for the expedition to the Red Land, and you know how people take the merest suggestion from a futureteller as if it were a command from the high chieftain. I offered to bring this latest sample because I wanted to make sure you were not fevered. Then you cried out …’
‘A nightmare,’ I said dismissively. ‘You rescued me from it. Do you want me to get up?’
‘No. Sleep again, for in truth you do not look much rested despite all the sleep you have had. I only wish I could stay with you, but I have yet to deal with a dispute between two stallholders who want the same position and then Gevan wants me to approve those he has chosen to send down to Saithwold on darkmoon eve, to wait for Dardelan and take part in his sortie in Sawlney. I suppose you know about Reuvan’s messages?’
I nodded. ‘Zarak told Ceirwan and he told me before I slept. The best of it is that Dameon is on his way back.’
Rushton nodded. ‘My thought exactly, for I have sore need of him. It is a pity Dragon is not with him, but I am sure we will find her in time. How else should Maryon and Dell see her in the Red Land, if she is not to travel there with us? Oh, and Brydda just got back with Louis.’
‘Has Enoch agreed to come up for the moon fair with your halfbrother?’ I asked.
‘I don’t know. Linnet just told me Brydda had arrived as I was on my way here. I am going to see him after I leave you. I had Linnet go and meet him.’ Rushton ran a hand through his hair. ‘I begin to wonder at the wisdom of insisting that the moon fair take place as planned, when so much else is happening. It is still two days to darkmoon and Obernewtyn is already bursting at the seams, though fortunately most of the visitors will be sleeping in wagons or in tents. I can hardly believe that in less than a sevenday we will be headed for Sutrium to take ship for the Red Land.’ He sighed. ‘Coerce me when you wake in the morning, my love, no matter how early. We might snatch an hour or two before the day begins.’
‘You want me to coerce you?’ I asked incredulously, for he knew well that coercing someone awake who had no coercive Talent would be like greeting him with a slap across the face. He only smiled and said with a lopsided grin that if I hurt him, then I must be prepared to salve the hurt with a kiss. He kissed me then lingeringly, longingly, before he went to bank up the fire. Unwatched, I watched him move about in the flickering play of light between lantern and fire with a helpless blaze of love that seemed to exactly balance the weight of sorrow and remorse I felt at what I had done to the twins. But then fatigue pressed down on me again and it was hard to keep my eyes open until he went.
I was certain that it was the use of the black power that had drained me. It had always been so. Rushton’s spirit-form had told me it was a part of me and, remembering with sudden clarity how the black sword had become part of my spirit-form after I used it to sever the link between the twins, I knew he was right. The sword could not have become part of my spirit-form unless it was truly part of me. I had never known it because I had always shunned and feared that dark power, regarding it as a secret aberration, a dark force that inhabited me. But it had been no more than a source of potent spirit strength, which I could make use of in my waking life by drawing on it when I used my Talents. I had begun to understand when I chained my secret inside Rushton, but it was only when I formed the black sword with the intention of using it to sever the link between Miky and Angina that I had truly accepted it. Indeed, perhaps it was that acceptance as much as what I had done with the sword that had fused it to my spirit-form.
‘It’s Angina, isn’t it?’ I said softly.
Rushton went very still for a moment before he set aside the poker and turned. ‘He died several hours ago,’ he said. ‘I did not mean to tell you until later.’
‘Miky?’ I whispered.
‘She lives yet though she is dangerously weak. Darius was watching over them when it happened and he came out and told Roland. He asked for Rasial and for Hannay. He says he will need them to save Miky.’
‘Rasial?’ I echoed, startled out of my guilty sorrow.
He shrugged. ‘They are there now in Miky’s chamber; Rasial and Hannay as well as Gavyn and that little owl that sits on his shoulder at night when it is not hunting mice. I doubt the lad has much notion of what is going on but you know he will not be separated from Rasial. He is merely sitting quietly in the chamber petting the bird while she sits by the bed next to Darius.’ He came back to the bed and stroked my cheek. ‘This is a sad business, but I doubt you could have done anything to change what has happened, any more than I think Dameon would have been able to save Angina, even had he got here in time.’
I said nothing, heartsick at the thought that I might have severed the precious spirit-bond between brother and sister to no avail, if Miky now died. Perhaps what I had done was evil and had actually doomed them both when they might otherwise have lingered until Dameon came to save them. But no, I had seen Angina’s body die. And Darius knew what had happened though it seemed he had said nothing of what he had seen. And what had he seen? A spirit-form, which he had bidden save Miky, though I wondered if he had any idea of whose it had been and what I had done. And what if Miky now suffered hideously because of a wound no one could see?
Rushton brushed my tears away. ‘Angina was so ill for so long, my love,’ he said. ‘I think it must have been a relief for him to go and Miky might live yet. Remember how many beasts Darius saved after Malik’s betrayal in the White Valley.’
‘Darius’s healing skill is with beasts, not humans,’ I whispered.
‘Darius is a gifted healer and I do not think he would offer to help if he did not believe he could manage it. No doubt he has learned a good deal from working alongside Kella,’ Rushton said. ‘She is there too, but she is leaving this to him, which tells us something.’ He kissed me lightly and without either of us intending it, the kiss deepened. Despite grief and guilt and anxiety, or maybe because of them, I found myself winding my arms about his neck and pressing myself tightly to him. He held me very close for a long sweet moment, then he gently laid me back and leaned down to press a chaste kiss on my forehead. ‘I hate leaving you,’ he said softly.
After he had gone, I lay on my side gazing at the lantern that he had left behind, thinking about Angina and wondering over and over if what I had done had been an evil thing, or right and merciful. I would not know until Miky lived and woke, if she ever did. I shivered at the thought that she might wake knowing what I had done and hate me for it. I thought of getting up to snuff the lantern wick, but was still gazing into its wavering flame when sleep claimed me again. This time, mercifully, I did not dream.
I woke again to darkness, though it seemed to me it was not far from dawn now. The lantern had gone out and the fire was burned down to the merest ruddy glow. I shifted my shoulder. It still twinged slightly but there was no pain. Perhaps the power Nerat had given my body to heal itself extended to healing my spirit-form. I stretched out my arm and was glad to find there was no numbness.
What had wakened me, I wondered, when I might easily have slept another hour or two?
‘Marumanyelloweyes woke you, Elspethlnnle,’ came the acerbic thought.
My heart leapt and I started up in shock to see the form of a cat on the sill, dimly lit by the red glow of the embers in the fire. One yellow eye watched me.
‘Maruman!’ I cried, flinging away the blankets and rushing across the room to scoop the old cat into my arms and smother him with kisses. I had not realised the extent of my fear for him until I held him in my arms, risking his claws and his uncertain temper. To my intense relief, there was no singed smell from his fur or scabs or gashes from fighting; best of all, his good eye glared at me with clear intelligence; ire, too, at my lavish outpouring of relief and happiness. That he did not scratch or bite me told me that he had missed me, too. I had not known I was crying until he beastspoke me to stop raining on him.
‘I am sorry my friend, but you … you have been gone so long,’ I gulped, knowing that unrestrained emotions really did irritate his mind. I wanted very badly to ask where he had been, but he loathed being questioned. Indeed, curiosity seemed to trouble his mind almost as much as human delight or anger. He would tell me what he wanted to tell me when he chose, and until then I must be patient. ‘I am just so glad you are back,’ I said at last.
‘I came to tell you that you must travel at all speed/ haste to the high mountains, ElspethInnle,’ he responded composedly.
‘The high mountains,’ I repeated, and set him back down on the sill so that I could look into his yellow eye. ‘Did Atthis send you to get me?’
Instead of answering, Maruman turned to look pointedly out the window and down. After a slight hesitation, I leaned on the sill beside him and looked out, too. The sky was clear and dark with a few stars still glimmering overhead but there was a lightness along the horizon that heralded the dawn, although within the walls of Obernewtyn, a thick, low-lying mist blanketed the grounds, enveloping the lawns, flower beds and paths. It moved in slow eddies that made it seem as if everything fixed was floating.
‘What …’ I began and then stopped, for a gap had opened in the mist through which I could see the path directly below the window. On it sat a great, astoundingly ugly dog of the kind bred by Herders. Its muzzle and eyes turned up to me as if it felt my gaze, and I drew in a breath of stunned recognition.
‘Darga,’ I whispered, and swayed back, all the strength seeming to drain from my legs and arms with shock.
For here at last was the long-awaited sign that I must leave Obernewtyn at once and forever.
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‘No one must see you go / leave, ElspethInnle,’ Maruman warned.
I nodded, dazedly, trying to gather my wits.
Atthis had promised that when the time came for me to set off on the final part of my quest to find Sentinel, she would answer all my questions, and appoint companions to help me. It seemed as if I had been waiting for this moment for years, and now that it had come, I felt utterly unprepared. My mind shied away from it, grasping at some other reason for the appearance of Darga.
But a cooler part of my mind told me that Atthis must have contacted Maruman to ensure that he arrived at Obernewtyn at the same time as Darga. It shamed me to think that the ancient bird might have anticipated my reluctance and seen the need to send Maruman to chivvy me into doing what I had sworn to do. Yet it made no sense that I would be summoned to the mountains a sevenday before I was to set off for the Red Land. I could barely travel to the ken and back in that time, and there could be no delay in the departure of the ships if I was detained.
Then it came to me that Atthis meant to have fliers bring me to the ken. It was a long way, but the last time they had come all the way to the White Valley to get me.
‘Make your preparations,’ Maruman sent tersely.
I nodded, and forced myself to strip off my nightgown. Shivering a little, I bathed in a bowl of cold water and dried quickly, standing close to the dying fire before pulling on clean underclothes, a thin, long-sleeved knitted shirt with a high collar, and soft thin cotton undertrews. It would be considerably colder in the high mountains than in the valley so I opened my clothes trunk and took out a knitted woollen overshirt with long sleeves and doubled elbows, a woven hemp vest with several waxed pockets and a pair of heavy, supple, patched trews doubled at the knees and laced at the calves.
Pulling these on I thought how strange and yet familiar it felt to put on clothes I had worn on so many farseeker missions to rescue Misfits during the reign of the Council and the Herder Faction. Both organisations were vanquished now, and Misfits were free in the Land, yet I might have been making my last-minute preparations for an expedition as I sat on the bed to tug on my boots.
I laced them to the knee and let the upper edge droop over, pushing my short knife into the holster inside, though I doubted I would have any need of a weapon at the ken.
As I rose, it struck me that Maryon had arranged for the gifts of boots and coat and pack because she had foreseen this journey. It would be just like her not to warn me. I tried not to feel irritated, knowing I ought to be grateful that she had prepared what was needful. I looked at the pack she had sent over and wondered if I ought to take it.
‘Are the fliers waiting just outside Obernewtyn or further up the valley?’ I asked. ‘I need to know whether I should bring a pack with some food.’
‘Bring all that you cherish for you will never return to this barud,’ Maruman sent.
I stared at him. Then I understood. There would not be time enough to return to Obernewtyn between travelling to the mountains and down to Sutrium. Swallowing hard, I looked around the chamber. Knowing that I would never come back made everything suddenly precious. I drew a deep breath and went to lift the pack onto the bed. I would prepare it and leave a note, asking Ceirwan to send it and the bow and quiver of arrows down to the ships. I opened its upper and lower pockets and packed fresh underwear and socks, two spare shirts and a heavy soft woollen tunic in the bottom segment. I added my battered mending and healing kits and a small tinder box with an enamelled lid. When I went to get my comb, my eyes fell on Jacob’s journal.
I took it up, weighing it in my hand. Jacob had scribed in its pages of the key sent to Hannah by Cassy, which I would need to complete my quest as the Seeker, but it was my hope that the Agyllians had the key and that Atthis would present it to me at the ken. Either that or it was somewhere in the valley, if Jacob had gone no further, and Atthis would tell me where so that I could get it before leaving for the Red Land.
Nevertheless I was reluctant to leave the book behind, especially since there was a portion of it yet to read. I hesitated a moment longer and then swaddled it in its waxen cloth and slipped it into the largest pocket of the pack with a mental apology to Garth.
‘You are too slow,’ Maruman snapped.
‘I must consider what to send down to await me in Sutrium,’ I said with dignity.
‘Anything you send there will wait for you forever,’ Maruman said coldly.
I stopped and turned to stare at him. Finally I went over to him. ‘Maruman, what do you mean? I cannot reach the ships that will travel to the Red Land without travelling to Sutrium, unless the Agyllian fliers will carry me directly to the deck of one of them!’
‘Marumanyelloweyes said nothing of flying to ships,’ Maruman said. ‘Elspethlnnle must travel to the high mountains. You will not/never come back to thisland or this barud.’
I opened my mouth but he turned away to gaze out the window again, emanating impatience and irritation. Knowing there was no use in begging him to tell me more, I tried to take in what his words meant. I was to leave Obernewtyn this night, and I would not return to it or to the Land once I had gone up into the high mountains. And without being flown, there was no way for me to join the Red Land expedition.
Was it possible that I had been mistaken in reading into Cassy’s clues that she had left something for me in the Red Land? And what of Dragon? Had I also been mistaken in believing the same clue referred to her suppressed memories? Or was it that the clue had referred to something that had subsequently changed? After all, Hannah had dreamed that Cassandra’s key would lie with her body and Jacob’s, and that had been wrong.
Other questions rose and clamoured.
What of Swallow who was now camped in the White Valley enduring whatever rituals his people had devised for the seeking of a dream vision? The gypsy had said so often and with such certainty that he was to go with me on my final quest, that he had convinced me. Yet how could he go with me if I was leaving now, and if he had no knowledge of where I was going?
I drew a long steadying breath and told myself that Atthis would explain everything when I reached the ken. If I had read the clues wrongly, she would tell me what they had truly meant, or she would explain what had changed and how it was to be dealt with. I began to add other things to the pack, half my mind focused on what I would need and the other half thinking about what it meant that I would go now from Obernewtyn, telling no one, and leaving no message save that which was locked deep in Rushton’s mind. Even then, the information he had was wrong, for when he had entered my mind, I had truly believed that I was to travel with the expedition to the Red Land.
A picture of the master of Obernewtyn leaning over my bed to kiss me came vividly into my mind and I heard again his last words: I hate leaving you. I groaned aloud, remembering how we had blithely anticipated the weeks on end we had thought to share aboard a ship bound for the Red Land.
And what of Dameon who might even now be on his way up to Obernewtyn? I would never be able to say goodbye to him.
Maruman reached out and nipped me hard enough to make me gasp with pain. ‘Must go,’ he sent.
‘But I … I have to …’ I began, and stopped.
What was I trying to say, I wondered? I have to wait until tonight; until tomorrow? I have to tell Rushton I am going? I have to say goodbye to Dameon and Ceirwan and to all the others? How could I do any of those things when I could not explain why I was leaving, or tell them where I was going?
It came to me then, like a chilly draught from an unseen gap, that I had always known in my deepest heart that it would be like this, a slipping away from a life full of people I had come to love, in a place I had helped to shape, in a land I had helped to free.
Something else occurred to me.
I looked down at my boots. Right from the first I had thought they were too heavy for a sea journey where most of my time would be spent barefoot. The coat, too, was not the sort one wore aboard a ship. Then I looked over at the shelf where two trays now stood piled with samples of travel food sent up from the kitchens by Javo, at the insistence of Christa.
I knew then that Maryon had given me her gifts because she had foreseen my final departure from Obernewtyn and from the Land. I cursed her and wished that she had warned me so that I could have made my own preparations. But my anger faded almost at once, for what else could I truly have done beyond what had been done for me? I could not have said goodbye to anyone. And maybe, had I known in advance that I would have to leave this night, I would have done something that I ought not to have done, or failed to do something that needed to be done.
As if she was before me, I could almost see the grave dark eyes of the Futuretell guildmistress, hear her highland accent, as she explained that a futureteller did not tell what they saw if the telling would affect the hearer in some adverse way. And then I knew what would have changed if the Futuretell guildmistress had warned me how soon I would leave Obernewtyn when I visited her in her tower room. I would not have merged minds and bodies with Rushton. It would have seemed too desperate and painful in the face of an imminent parting. I would have denied us the piercing sweetness of our loving. I would have left Rushton without forging the precious golden cord that now bound our spirits together. I would not have had the comfort of knowing that one day he would understand why I had been forced to leave him, because I would not have left the truth hidden inside him. Surely even the fact that I had not known that I was to go so soon would allow him to understand something of what I was now feeling.
If Maryon had told me what she had seen, I would have carried only the pain of our parting away with me, for leave Rushton and Obernewtyn and all my dear friends and companions I must.
This awareness pressed like a stone on my heart, and feeling half-suffocated by the terrible weight of it, I wove a coercive net to capture and hold all grief and sorrow so that I could do with clarity and care what I must do. The moment it was complete, the tangle of my thoughts gave way to the intense calm that I always experienced in the moments before a dangerous expedition. I acknowledged that there were questions that urgently needed answering but I was able to set them aside, knowing that they would be answered when I reached the ken.
I finished my packing, fitting in as many portions of Javo’s travel food as I could, and then I went to fill the new water gourds from the jug of water on my bedside table.
I noticed a small circlet of dark waxy leaves on the table. My heart began to pound at the sight of it and the piece of parchment lying under it, bearing Rushton’s distinctive script.
I drew the parchment out, and read the words scribed on it.
My love, you know already what I ask, seeing this handfasting wreath. If you would bond with me, wear this about your wrist at firstmeal today and let it be your answer to my eyes. I will commission the Twentyfamilies to make two metal bracelets that the ceremony might be performed while we are at sea. If you would refuse me, whether only for now or for some time to come, wear it not and I will never reproach you. You will ever be my ravek. Rushton.

I took up the little wreath. The leaves were damp, which meant Rushton had not brought them when he had come in and woken me. He must have picked the leaves and worked the garland in the last hour for them to be so fresh. He had obviously crept back to leave it so that I would find it when I woke. If only I had woken when he came in, I might have held him one last time! I felt the coercive net fraying under the solid weight of this new sorrow.
‘Would you fail at the first test, ElspethInnle?’ Maruman asked sternly.
It was as if he had poured ice water over me. I grimly strengthened the net I had woven to draw off sorrow and regret, and as my mind cooled, I understood that nothing would have been solved or salved if I had woken when Rushton came in with the wreath. Not one more embrace or twenty would have been enough to assuage my longing for him. Perhaps even an entire lifetime would not be enough.
I folded the parchment and slipped it into the waxed pocket in my vest and, after a moment’s hesitation, I carried the wreath to my bed and laid it in the dent in the pillow left by my head, praying that Rushton would find it and take it as a farewell, and a tender reminder of the night we had spent together.
Turning away, I stopped the water gourds and sealed them with wax before adding them and a number of other small things to the top section of the pack with the food packages. Then I laid a densely woven blanket over them, tucking it in and wishing I had a proper travel blanket with one side waxed. At least I had a good supply of food. I added a pair of sandals and a few toiletries in a small pouch, and then I tied the pack shut.
‘Do I have everything?’ I muttered.
‘The oldOnes said do not forget the stone key and the memory seed, ElspethInnle,’ Maruman sent.
I bit my lip in dismay at the realisation that I had been about to do exactly that. I went to the windowsill and drew out the long, heavy sword from the shelf under it. Inevitably, it made me think of the black sword that was now part of my spirit-form, and it seemed to me that I could actually feel its weight against my hip.
I tied several thongs about the cloth wrapped around the stone sword to hold it in place and then I used one of the lengths of rope the futuretellers had gifted to fashion a simple harness that would enable me to carry the sword over one shoulder; too late to wish I had got Grufyyd to make me a proper sheath for it as I had intended. I tested the weight of it and was dismayed at the thought of having to carry it any great distance.
Then I realised that Gahltha would be able to carry the sword without much discomfort if I took some of the webbing Grufyyd had designed to allow equines to carry things with ease. Maruman had not mentioned him but since the black horse had been appointed one of my guardians by Atthis, he would obviously go with us. I took several lengths of webbing from my trunk, checked the buckles, and then coiled them and stuffed them into the pack.
Finally, I reached into the shelf under the sill, drew out the memory seed and buttoned it into a waxed pocket as well, where it would be protected from moisture so long as I did not fall into a river, and even then it would be safe as long as I got out in a hurry. Jak always said it was moisture as much as the Great White that had destroyed the devices and relics of the Beforetime.
I pulled on my coat, wrinkling my nose at the still pungent scent of the waterproofing oil, and heaved the pack onto my back, taking care that the coat lay flat under the straps. I was relieved to discover that the weight was not too great. I knew from other expeditions that the heft of a pack increased the longer one carried it, despite it being lightened as supplies were consumed.
I had too little food for a very long journey, and only three water gourds, but if Maryon or Christa had not supplied more, I had to assume that they had seen I would not need it. In fact if Atthis was to provide, then I had taken more than I needed, but I could not bring myself simply to walk out and expect that all of my needs would be met. On impulse, I went to the mantelshelf above the hearth and got a small bag of coins. As I dropped it into my pocket, my eyes settled on a delicate long-toothed comb.
Rushton had whittled it for me when he lay weak and ill after being brought back from Sutrium the year before. There was a coiling cat along the back of the comb teeth and its tail formed a handle. I took the lovely delicate thing and slipped it inside the pages of Jacob’s journal. Then I turned slowly to cast one last long look around the chamber that had for so long been my refuge within a refuge.
‘Ye gods, I cannot believe I will never be here again,’ I whispered, and despite the coercive net binding away grief, a band seemed to tighten around my chest making it difficult to breath. Maruman gave a low growl and I turned to the window to find him watching me, his tail snaking back and forth. ‘I am ready,’ I lied.
In answer, he leapt down from the sill and ran lightly to the door. I was amazed to see how lithely he moved. In fact, his coat looked almost lustrous, save for the bald patches left by his forays across tainted ground in the past. Nor was there any sign of the stiffness in his joints that increasingly caused him to limp and to avoid jumping down from any height. In truth he looked years younger.
A startling idea occurred to me.
What if Maruman had been summoned to the ken because Atthis had noted how old and how frail he had become in the last few years? Might she not have commanded the healer Nerat to tend his hurts? The infirmities of old age could not be mended, but the Agyllians had extraordinary healing powers, and what if they had given the old cat’s body the same capacity as mine to heal itself? Might that not be the true reason I had been commanded to hurry back to the mountains from Sador? Certainly it would explain the old cat’s long absence.
Of course I shielded my speculations, but I could not hide the joy I felt at the thought. Maruman turned to look at me, yellow eye narrowed suspiciously. I busied myself adjusting the sword in its makeshift holder and shouldered my new bow and the quiver of arrows. When I looked at him again, the old cat merely bade me be quick and silent.
‘Elspethlnnle must not be seen leaving the barud,’ he reiterated.
His tone was so stern that I had to wonder what Atthis had foreseen would happen if I was caught leaving, but there was no use in asking Maruman what had passed between him and the Agyllian Elder. It was not his nature to give anything easily. I consoled myself yet again with the thought that I would soon enough see Atthis herself, and she would answer my questions.
I listened at the door before opening it and looking out. I could not help wondering if Rushton had gone to his bed after he brought the wreath, or to the farms or back to the kitchens? He had always been able to survive on very little sleep when there were things that demanded his attention, but even he had to sleep sometimes. This thought was a painful reminder that I had promised to wake him when I woke. It was only one of many promises, great and small, that I would break by leaving so suddenly and silently.
I closed the door of my chamber behind me only to find the lanterns in the stairwell had gone out, but a dim bluish predawn light fell from the roof window and I made my way down by it. Maruman, having the night vision of a cat, had no need of lanterns to light his way, and he had already gone ahead and was waiting for me at the bottom of the steps, tail lashing.
The Farseekers hall lay still and quiet. There were two windows at the far end, which cast elongated squares of ghostly bluish light on the dark boards, but the garden outside was enveloped in mist. At a soft hiss from Maruman I set off across the hall, thinking of all the Farseeker meetings and training sessions that had occurred here, all the laughter and arguments and tears that I had witnessed. Then I was descending the short stair leading to the angled passage I had come along after spending the night with Rushton.
Opening the door at the end of it, I stepped into the misty predawn, feeling as if I were setting off on a Farseeker expedition, only this time there was no rescue to be made and no return to look forward to.
There was no sign of Darga, and as Maruman leapt onto the path and set off towards the farms, I wondered if that one enigmatic appearance had been the last I would see of the Herder-bred dog.
I followed Maruman, walking on my toes to mute the sound of heavy boots, which would carry far in the stillness of the predawn. Again I noted how easily and fluidly the old cat moved. A head-high wall bordered the path on the left, but when it gave way to a hedgerow, Maruman immediately slipped under it and vanished. I did not have to ask why we were not continuing along the path, since I knew, as Maruman must have seen or scented, that further along, both sides of the path were clogged with tents pitched to accommodate moon fair visitors.
I heaved a sigh, and got down on my hands and knees to peer under the dark tangle of branches. The gap between them and the ground was so low that I had to take off the pack, the stone sword and the bow and quiver and shove them through before crawling after them. Resuming my burdens on the other side, I grimaced at my muddy hands and was glad the knees of my trews were doubled.
An orchard of small fruit trees grew on the other side of the hedgerow in long meandering lines. I could just make out Maruman picking his way fastidiously along the wet, boggy lane between the hedgerow and the nearest apple trees.
I hurried to catch up to him, and then slowed down, grimacing at the loud squelching of the ground underfoot. Meanwhile Maruman had turned to cut across the rows of trees to the other side of the orchard, where there was a stone wall. It was not the high outer wall that surrounded Obernewtyn but a low inner wall, beyond which lay the remnant of the wild park that had once covered the whole area between the main house and the outer wall.
Maruman turned to follow the low wall towards the farms, and when I caught up to him, I realised the ground was higher along the side of the wall, and therefore drier. No doubt this was the way Maruman had entered the grounds to ensure he was not seen, and I wondered, as I ducked to avoid a long branch, if he and Darga had come to Obernewtyn together.
I thought of Gahltha, but resisted the impulse to farseek him, knowing that my sending would be overheard by other beasts between us. Maruman had said no one must know I was leaving and he had not specified humans. Most likely Maruman had already spoken to Gahltha, and the black horse was waiting beyond the wall.
As I slowed down to pick my way over a particularly hummocky patch of earth, I found myself remembering an encounter with Maryon in the days before the land for the orchard had been cleared. There had been a small clearing in the wilderness of old trees and tangled bramble thickets that grew between the outer wall and the stone maze wall, centred on an eroded stone seat dating back to the Beforetime. I had developed the habit of retreating there when I needed an hour or so to myself. One day I had been startled and somewhat indignant to find the Futureteller guildmistress there before me. I had thought no one else knew about the seat. Maryon had spoken to me that day as never before or since, recalling a childhood that had been shattered as brutally as my own by death and destruction.
Remembering that rare moment of connection between us, it was hard to take in that I would not see the tall, sombre futureteller again. I had never been comfortable with her and there had been many occasions when I had disliked her for the things she had set in motion as a futureteller. But she had always been an honourable person who had lived according to her beliefs and I wished that I had thanked her for the things she had done for me.
It struck me as an irony that she had probably foreseen even this.
I stumbled over a clod of earth and the stone sword jarred painfully against my hip. Gritting my teeth, I continued. It was not easy to see the ground, for although the sky was growing lighter as dawn approached, the mist at ground level seemed thicker in the shadows of the trees. Also, I was moving faster than I liked in order to keep up with Maruman, so that the heavy sword thumped uncomfortably at my side in its makeshift sheath. I might just as well have walked more slowly, since there was only one way out of the orchard, where the wall and the hedge came together like a pair of pincers behind a row of farm buildings, but the old cat was too recently returned for me to feel easy at the thought of letting him out of my sight.
In truth, the realisation that I was not to take ship for the Red Land had shattered all of my certainties, especially given that both Dell and Maryon had seen me in the Red Land with Dragon. I might have convinced myself that one of them had mistaken a futuretelling – but both? The only way I could see their predictions coming to pass now was if I was to go to the Red Land after my quest was over. But even then, how was I to get to the Red Land without passing back through the Land?
‘Gnawing!’ Maruman snapped and looked back at me, his single eye flaring.
I glared at him, thinking loudly to myself that if only he would tell me more of what he knew, I would not fret at my ignorance. Maruman ignored me and I regretted my impatience, knowing it would make him more resistant than ever to telling me anything. Obviously he had not yet forgiven me for abandoning him in Saithwold, even though that had not been of my choosing.
I wondered wearily if the Agyllians had ever grasped that, much as Maruman’s strange mind served them as a safe and secure means of sending information to me, it was a labyrinth that must be negotiated before I could come to what I needed to know, and its owner was wilful and eccentric.
I noticed the dark shape of the surrounding wall looming up beside me and realised we had almost reached the end of the orchard. Squinting, I could just make out the backs of the outbuildings ahead. Unfortunately I would not be able to slip along behind them to the farm gate because the orchard wall ran into the back of one of the stone sheds. The only way to reach the gate would be to slip between the farm buildings and make my way to it in the open. It would be risky for the area would be full of the wagons and carriages of moon fair visitors. Of course at such an hour they were like to be snoring their heads off, but it was common practice on the farms for workers to rise before dawn.
My heart sank as I remembered that Straaka’s grim brother, Ahmedri, had chosen to stay on the farms. If I were seen, it would not take him long to hear of it. Even aside from Maruman’s warning that no one could know I was leaving, the last thing I wanted was for the dour tribesman to come galloping after me. I felt no guilt at evading him, for even aside from the fact that my quest must come before all else, I did not feel I was breaking any promise to him. When I had agreed that he might remain until he had learned the whereabouts of his brother’s bones, I could not have guessed that he would interpret this as a promise to allow him to dog my heels.
I had no doubt that the moment he heard I had left he would set out at once to find my trail. If he was half as good as Straaka, it would not take him long to find me if he knew where and how I had departed. Therefore I must not be seen leaving. Then when he did hear of my departure, hours and hours would have passed and other trails would have blotted out mine so that it would take him some time to discern my most recent trail away from Obernewtyn.
I did not know why the overguardian of the Earthtemple had been so certain that I would lead Ahmedri to his brother’s bones. Had she not foreseen that I was about to leave the Land? In truth, the part of my life connected to it had been severed the moment I set eyes on Darga. The Earthtemple overguardian must have misread her vision when she connected the finding of Straaka’s bones to me. Or more likely her words had been misunderstood, for the guardians of the Earthtemple were as fond of obscurity as any futureteller.
Maruman froze and instantly I did the same.
We were close enough to the farm buildings that marked the end of the orchard for me to see the ghostly shapes of wagons crowded into the open space beyond them. I could not hear any voices, but I drew the padded hood of the coat over my head and decided I would simply walk through the campsite. As long as I kept my head down it was likely that anyone happening to see me would think I was merely one of the inhabitants of the wagons going to relieve myself in the area set aside for that function. I was worried about Gahltha, though, for he was too fine a horse to go unremarked if anyone had seen him leaving Obernewtyn. I only hoped he had taken care to offer some innocuous excuse for his absence. Certainly once it was discovered that I was not at Obernewtyn, anyone would guess he had been coming to join me.
I moved up beside Maruman and crouched down. We stayed that way for so long that my leg muscles began to twinge, but at last I heard the sound of a door closing and a figure moved away from the nearest building carrying two buckets. It was Louis Larkin humming tunelessly as he worked. A moment later the mist swallowed him up. Instantly Maruman sprang up and ran lightly out between the sheds. I followed, walking as quietly as I could, but instead of moving between the wagons, Maruman simply slipped around the building and darted back into the wilderness that lay between the outer wall of Obernewtyn and the orchard wall.
I thought at first that he only meant us to conceal ourselves until he could be sure the way was clear, but he continued through the dense undergrowth until we were moving parallel to the outer wall, heading back towards the main front gate. Was this circuitous route merely a reflection of the old cat’s tortuous mind or was there a reason for it?
A solitary bird gave a thin piping call, a prelude to the morning chorus that would erupt when the sun rose. It was hard to tell the time because of the mist, but a sense of urgency began to creep over me, potent as a premonition. The undergrowth was less thick and tangled as we neared the front of Obernewtyn, for most of the trees were older firs and the ground beneath them was flat and cushioned with fallen needles.
I had a sudden vision of Ceirwan coming in later in the morning to my chamber to find me gone. We had been friends as well as guildmistress and guilden for many years and he deserved a proper farewell. Yet even if I had been able to leave him a missive, all that I might say as guildmistress to the new guildmaster of the Farseekers would be things Ceirwan would come to of his own accord, and what could I say as a friend but goodbye? To leave him and all of the others without any explanation seemed churlish, but in truth, what words could I have woven in such little time as I had to soften the abruptness of my departure? I had none of Rushton’s gift for speeches. One day, when the truth sealed up in him broke free, he would speak for me with his silver tongue. But for now, my departure was better unremarked, for it would delay anyone trying to follow me.
Finding me absent, Ceirwan would farseek me, and when he could not find me, he would suppose I had closed my mind to him, as I was wont to do when I needed a bit of privacy. He knew well that I had not been looking forward to the hordes of strangers that would descend on us for the moon fair.
I had not asked Rushton when and where Angina would be buried or how such a sombre event was to be managed in the midst of a moon fair. Certainly Angina must be buried with proper ceremony as much for the living as anything else, but what of Miky? Was her brother to be buried while she slept? They could not wait more than a couple of days. I thought of the pain she would suffer if she woke and discovered that her twin was dead and buried. Perhaps she would wish she had died too.
I shook my head. There was nothing I could do for either of the twins now. Either Miky would live or she would not. The matter was in the hands of fate, or maybe in the gentle healing hands of Darius.
After some time, when it was discovered I was not at Obernewtyn, Rushton might ride down to the White Valley only to find that I had never arrived at the Twentyfamilies’ camp. His visit would alert Swallow that I was missing and I knew the gypsy would realise something was afoot, but I could not imagine what he would do, unless his seers foresaw where I had gone and sent him after me. As to Rushton, he might even decide to ride right down to the lowlands if Ceirwan told him of my fear that Analivia had gone to seek her father and brother. But they would find no trace of me in Saithwold or Sawlney.
There were so many important events about to unfold that my absence would seem increasingly puzzling: Angina’s funeral, the ceremony to make Rushton chieftain of the new shire of Obernewtyn, Zarak’s bonding and the Choosing Ceremony – I should have been present at all of them. Perhaps Rushton and the coercer-knights would come to the conclusion that I had been abducted and a party would be sent out to search for me. Perhaps those seeking me would discover Miryum and free her from her captors, whereupon she would reveal the whereabouts of Straaka’s bones. In that case the bones would have been discovered because of me after all. For Ahmedri’s sake, and for Miryum’s if she truly was captive somewhere, I hoped so.
But no one would find me.
Eventually Rushton would ask Maryon. I knew that the Futuretell guildmistress had foreseen my departure, and I prayed that, at the least, she would tell him that he must not seek me, and would remind him that he had sworn to go with the expedition to the Red Land. He always put duty before his own wishes and desires and it was better he travelled to the Red Land than stayed behind hunting the Land fruitlessly for me.
The hedge that bordered the road from the front gate to the main house came in sight, putting an end to my tangled speculations. There was a narrow space between the end of the hedge and the outer wall and Maruman slipped through it without hesitation. I pushed through too, fending off the thin odorous branches of the hedge and manoeuvring the heavy stone sword after me.
I was standing on the road just inside the main gate into Obernewtyn. I looked back towards the house, but the mist cast a veil over it. Whether it was real or spun out of memories, as I stared I seemed to see the enormous grey façade of the rambling many-winged building that was Obernewtyn, which had so intimidated me when I first set eyes on it years before.
And somewhere within it was Rushton, unaware of the pain that awaited him.
‘I am so sorry, my love,’ I whispered.
‘Come, Elspethlnnle,’ Maruman sent.
And so I turned my back on the great house and passed through the gates of Obernewtyn for the last time with as little idea of what lay ahead of me as when I had first come through them, years before.
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The mist seemed thicker outside the wall, as Maruman glided through it to enter the dark cleft of forest on the other side of the road that ran from the main gate along the outside of the wall to the farm gate. Crossing it, I glanced along it to see a great long line of wagons standing nose to tail, which meant all of the areas set aside within the walls for visitors were full.
At least I am spared the visiting crowds, I thought, as I entered the trees. Maruman had turned in the direction of the Teknoguild caves, though there was no path or trail to them from this direction, nor was there any other path that I knew of. We could have travelled far more swiftly along the road, but the old cat continued to work his way deeper into the trees. I followed, pushing laboriously through sodden undergrowth and interwoven tree branches. It was slow work for I was badly hampered by all I carried. The stone sword was particularly irksome, for it seemed to catch every outstretched branch or curling bramble.
Maruman did not stop until we reached a small stony clearing, just as the sun rose, sending several spears of pink light through the mist. I was breathing hard and could feel sweat trickling down my back, but Maruman seemed utterly unaffected as he leapt up onto a lichen-dappled boulder and composed himself, coiling his tail neatly about his body. Assuming we were waiting for Gahltha, I went up to Maruman and leaned against the boulder, resting the stone sword on it to ease the weight. A short time later, the black horse emerged from a thick stand of trees, under which the mist and the night seemed to linger. I went to wrap my arms around his glossy neck before moving to rest my forehead against his, only now admitting my fear that Maruman meant to leave him behind.
‘Did you think I would let that happen?’ Gahltha asked, for all beasts have a touch of empathy, and none more than horses.
There was another movement at the edge of my vision and Darga entered the clearing. He looked huge and more ferociously ugly than ever. It was hard to believe he had once been the runt of a litter bred by the Herders as guard dogs.
‘Greetings ElspethInnle, Gahltha,’ he sent solemnly.
‘Greetings Darga,’ I replied, equally solemnly. ‘It has been long since I last saw you and far from here.’ It was not a question, but the forerunner to one.
‘Yes,’ he sent, his tone so sombre that I guessed he was thinking of the boy Jik, to whom he had been devoted, and after whose dreadful death he had vanished. I wondered if Darga blamed me for Jik’s death. It hurt me still to think of the boy I had rescued on a farseeker expedition, only to see him die in a firestorm in the White Valley. For a long time I had believed Darga dead, too, until the Agyllians had told me he lived, and that when I next saw him, it would be time for me to leave Obernewtyn to fulfil my quest.
‘I will come with you,’ Darga sent, as if he heard my thoughts. Perhaps he did, for unlike many beasts, his mind was strong enough, like Gahltha’s, to read unshielded thoughts forming in my mind as well as those I projected as beastspeech.
‘To the ken?’ I asked.
Instead of answering, Darga cocked his head and pricked his ears. I listened, too, but could hear nothing other than the chorus of birds greeting the dawn. Gahltha butted me gently and bade me mount. There was urgency enough in his mindvoice that I did not do as I had intended and take out the webbing to attach the sword to his back. Yet my burdens were heavy enough that I had to ask him to draw close to the boulder so that I could climb up on it to mount.
Once I was seated, I arranged a small towel I had taken from my pack as a cushion for Maruman, who leapt up onto it and settled with his head on my thigh. Gahltha moved across the clearing and back into the trees. I looked back to see Darga following in our mist-swathed wake. Behind him, sunlight gleamed and glittered on the dewy foliage in the little clearing, but when I looked ahead again there were shadows and mist and no clear path.
We had been pushing through the wet dank undergrowth under the close-growing trees at a snail’s pace for over an hour when I ventured a shielded question to Gahltha.
‘I know only that we go into the high mountains,’ the black horse responded.
‘The oldOnes sent me back to guide you safely where you must go,’ Darga sent, for Gahltha had not shielded his answer.
His words suggested that it was his task to guide us through the parts of the mountain where there were patches of tainted ground, for Darga had the ability to scent tainted ground or water. I looked back at the dog. ‘You were at the ken?’
‘I wandered long after the fire that killed the boy/Jik, anguished to madness and lost,’ Darga said, yet queerly the heart-rending words were said without emotion. ‘I did not care about my life. It was slipping from me when the oldOnes sent the fliers. They carried me up to the ken and they healed my body and my memories of the funaga child.’
‘How could they heal your memories?’ I asked.
‘I was needed, they said. I told the oldOnes that I could not serve them while grief crippled me. Thus were the memories of my feelings for the funaga child sealed in the depths of my mind, so that they cannot ever break free. I know there was a funaga child that died in the firestorm, but I cannot remember the time I spent with him or what made me feel for him, so the knowledge of his death no longer has power over me. It is better thus.’
I was appalled. I wanted to tell him that the loss of his memories of Jik’s love and laughter and his delight in those things were too great a price to pay for the cool calm numbness he had attained, but Darga’s serenity was like a wall of ice that could not be surmounted. I was glad to be distracted from my conversation with him by the sight of the great mound of boulders and rocks that contained the caverns and tunnels of the Teknoguild. Since we were approaching the complex from behind, there was no sign of its entrance and no danger of our being seen, but as we circled it, Gahltha moved slowly and cautiously, knowing as well as I did that there were oft-used paths and trails crossing the area on the other side of the caves.
We moved parallel to the first path we came to, which led away from the Teknoguild caves to the west, and then Gahltha cut across it and we plunged into the forest on the other side. Later we came to another path, which we also crossed. For the remainder of the morning we continued in this slow, careful way, finding and crossing, swiftly and carefully, any path or trail we came upon, moving ever northward. By midday the last shreds of night mist had burned off even in the damp shadows under the biggest trees, and shafts of light cutting down through the branches transformed the dark tangle to a cage of green lit by an occasional splash of colour from a flower or cluster of mushrooms. The weight of the stone sword and the pack were making my back and shoulders ache, but when I suggested a stop so that I could rearrange them, Maruman only said that we must go on.
I thought it highly unlikely that we would encounter anyone in thick forest this far from Obernewtyn, but I made no protest. As the afternoon wore on, Gahltha continued doggedly to ignore trails and paths, but when we reached a proper wide stream instead of the narrow rills that criss-crossed the sodden ground, he announced that we should stop for a short time.
I was very glad to set down the stone sword and my other burdens. My shoulder felt bruised while the rest of my body was a mass of aches from having to bend and lean to avoid branches and creepers. I knelt stiffly and cupped water to my mouth, and then I splashed my face and refilled the water gourd I had already emptied. Unsure how long we would stay here, I resisted the desire to sit down and rest and took out the straps I had packed to fasten the stone sword to Gahltha. Since no one at Obernewtyn used saddles and reins, Grufyyd and Alad had produced a web of straps that could be fastened in various ways, so that a horse might carry a burden without being chafed by ropes.
Gahltha read my intention and came amiably over to me, dropping his head to crop at the grass while I, after some thought, laid the sword lengthwise along his back to prevent it constantly catching on greenery. Once it had been strapped down, I tied the pack and the bow and quiver to loops set at intervals along the webbing straps. I left no room for myself, for as I told Maruman, we were moving so slowly that I might just as well walk. Maruman did not respond, though Gahltha said that he could carry me as well as the things I had strapped to his back, if only I rearranged them.
‘Later,’ I sent, stroking his nose fondly.
‘Let us go,’ Maruman said impatiently, and he leapt up onto a low-hanging branch then onto Gahltha’s back, making himself comfortable atop the pack.
Gahltha went on and I walked behind with Darga. Since Gahltha was opening up a path and crushing the undergrowth, it was relatively easy to follow in his wake, and I was very glad to be unencumbered. I would have been concerned about the trail we were leaving, if there were not so many horses moving about the valley who might have left it. My footsteps would be far more telling, save that they began in the middle of untracked wilderness.
By mid afternoon we had broken through to a wide somewhat overgrown trail that looked familiar. Taking my bearings from the glimpses I could catch through the trees of the mountains surrounding us, I recognised it as a trail that led from Obernewtyn to hot springs at the foot of the high mountains, which had been a favourite destination for everyone at Obernewtyn until the discovery of the caves in the west of the valley where hot springs bubbled up into pools that heated the air. That the Teknoguild were cultivating their wintergarden there, and had constructed a kitchen and several sleeping chambers, ensured that the cave pools were now more popular than the more distant open-air springs. The trail to the wintergarden caves had also been widened to enable the passage of small wagons, which meant there was a good deal more traffic along it. These days almost no one used the older trail save for Rushton and me on the rare occasions when we had managed to get away alone, and we had found it even more appealing for the privacy it had offered us.
Gahltha bade me mount up and I realised that he meant me to ride along the trail. I did not argue, for aside from not wanting to leave boot tracks, I could sense the horse wanted to gallop. Rearranging the sword along one side of the webbing, and balancing it with the pack on the other, I mounted up carefully. When I was settled, Maruman sat between my thighs as before and, aware of Gahltha’s impatience, I settled back and gripped hard with my knees. He moved in a few steps from a walk to a canter and stayed at that pace for some time. I knew he would have liked to gallop after the maddeningly slow pace of the morning, but that was out of the question while encumbered with so much baggage.
Thinking of the open-air springs had roused thoughts of Rushton and Obernewtyn and while the coercive net kept me from grief, I was still troubled by thoughts of how Rushton might have taken my disappearance so soon after his offer of the handfasting wreath. Yet there was no point in fretting on it, for I could not communicate with him, and very soon the mountains would offer a tainted barrier that I could not cross with my mind, no matter how I longed to do so. Better not to look back.
Yet the thought of seeing the hot springs where we had swum ached my heart.
The feeling was a warning that the coercive net I had woven to prevent me being disabled by grief and regret was reaching its capacity. As soon as we stopped for a proper rest, I would need to unmake it and endure what I had put off feeling. I did not relish the prospect, for any emotion held back distilled and became more potent, but at least repressed grief would not kill me as netted pain stored up too long could do. I wondered if I could bear to suggest that we stop at the springs to rest and eat before heading up into the mountains. If Gahltha kept to the trail we were on, it would be dusk by my reckoning when we got there, too soon for anyone to think of seeking me in the high mountains. No matter how it would hurt, the hot springs would be a fitting place to release the coercive net and mourn what I must leave behind, to endure the pain of that loss. Though it was a lesser thing by far, I would also be able to soak the aches out of my bones before we went on.
Gradually the trees thinned either side of the trail where the ground was broken by stony outcrops and soon I had an unobstructed view of the jagged row of mountains that girded the northernmost end of the untainted Land and the valley of Obernewtyn. They were the highest mountains ringing the valley and yet they were only the lowest outliers of the immense wide range that marched northward across the vast Blacklands.
I wondered if we would enter the mountains in the same place as Gahltha and I had emerged from them, after the Agyllians had healed me. That was a good way west of the springs, but there were places closer to the springs where it would also be possible to ascend and I did not doubt that Gahltha would be able to make his way to the high plateau where he had waited for me, since it was Atthis who had showed him the way in a dream, and he would be able to summon that memory. Beyond the plateau, we would be reliant upon Darga to find a passage and to stay clear of tainted ground.
Of course the worst tainted ground would give off a greenish glow that I would be able to see, but only when both the moon and sun had set, and travelling after dark in the steep and stony mountains would have its own perils. Aside from the possibility of a deadly fall, only slightly less poisonous land could look harmless to the eyes because it was not quite virulent enough to glow, and yet it might still cause blistering or internal bleeding and blindness, followed by a swift and painful death.
I had always reckoned that I would survive exposure to such terrain, and perhaps Maruman and Darga would, too, if the Agyllians had given their bodies the same healing ability as they had given mine, but Gahltha would certainly die if we moved for long over such terrain, and the rest of us could not go on healing indefinitely without burning up all of our resources. We would survive only if, after crossing tainted ground, we could get clear of it.
Our best protection would be to stay away from tainted ground altogether and Darga’s senses would ensure that we avoided it unless there was no other choice.
I wondered again why Atthis had not simply sent fliers to fetch me. The obvious answer was that she wanted the beasts to accompany me, but perhaps it was not the only reason she wanted me to complete the journey on foot.
The trail we had been following began to skirt one of the long mountain meadows that marked the upper portion of the valley, and without warning, Gahltha turned onto it and broke into a canter. I was worried about the stone sword, but it was well wrapped and tied so I simply gave myself to the pleasure of the ride, knowing that there would be little chance of moving at anything but a snail’s pace once we got up into the mountains. The meadow narrowed and widened into another long meadow, this one sloping slightly upward. From memory, these were the first of a series of meadows girded by fir trees that ran in a chain tending slightly north-east. Going this way, especially at a gallop, would bring us far more directly to the foot of the high mountains than the trail we had been following. But we would end up a good way east of the springs, and further still from the trail that Gahltha and I had used to descend from the high mountains.
I suppressed the urge to ask the animals why we had come this way. I told myself sternly that I had given up my life and my right to choose what I would do the moment I set eyes on Darga. I was in the hands of the Agyllians now and it would be better to give up the habit of speculating about possible courses of action and their likely outcomes since I had no power to decide these things. Logic and common sense were not to rule me, if they ever truly had. I was no longer the mistress of Obernewtyn or guildmistress of the Farseekers, I was a tool in the hands of the Agyllians, to be used as they saw fit, to prevent the coming of a second holocaust.
Later in the afternoon we stopped for a time so that I could get out some food for myself and for Darga and Maruman, and while we ate, Gahltha grazed. When we set off again, Gahltha alternated between walking and cantering, as we moved through patches of forest separating the lush meadows. Steadily the mountains loomed ever higher and more distinct, ever more formidable. Darga kept pace with the horse, seemingly tireless, though his tongue lolled redly when he caught up with us after Gahltha had galloped for short bursts. But he did not complain and it occurred to me that it was the same for the beasts as for me, whether or not Maruman or even Darga knew more than they cared to tell me. We were tools, to be used mercilessly, and there was no point complaining since we had all accepted our roles. How could we not, given what was at stake?
By the time we reached the foot of the mountains at the upper end of the valley, the sun hung just above the western peaks. For the last hour, we had been tracing the downward course of a little glittering stream, which I had supposed flowed from the mountains, but now I saw that it ran along the foot of the mountains from the east before turning to cut down the valley. Maruman said we should rest, and when Gahltha obligingly stopped, I wasted no time in dismounting. I was stiff and sore from the long day of riding and I stifled a groan as I moved to unstrap Gahltha’s burdens, but Maruman bade me leave them. We would not be stopping long. I sighed and apologised to Gahltha before I knelt by the stream to drink and splash my face with water.
When I rose, Maruman was sitting in the low sunlight licking his paw while Darga, having slaked his own thirst, had stretched out, panting, nearby. Gahltha was now cropping at a thick patch of grass beside the stream. I got out the remainder of the food package I had broken open earlier and offered some to Darga and Maruman. The dog accepted politely but Maruman merely sniffed contemptuously and went back to washing his paw. I shrugged and nibbled the rest, wondering not for the first time why so much of Javo’s travel food was unappealing in one way or another.
The sun was setting behind the mountains when Maruman insisted we continue. To my surprise, instead of turning west as I had expected, we set off in the opposite direction, still following the stream. I tried to picture the eastern section of the valley but found it difficult because none of the paths or trails went that way. As far as I knew, there was nothing in that direction save a long upward slope of sparsely wooded ground broken by stone outcrops. Certainly we could not go into the mountains this way, for they were very steep. Glancing up at the flank of the peak on my left, I noted that there were flaws and faults enough cutting both horizontally and vertically across the stone, which I might have used to help me ascend, and I could have carried Maruman up and even hauled Darga using ropes. But there was no possibility that Gahltha could go that way.
Reaching down to stroke his neck, I noticed belatedly that he was not just following the stream, he was being careful to walk only along the narrow stony bank closest to the mountains. This made me wonder if we were going this way to avoid being tracked. Certainly even Straaka would have had trouble finding a trail alongside a stream that ran through solid stone. Ahmedri’s dark, intense face rose in my mind and I had to resist the urge to farseek to see if the tribesman was already in pursuit. In truth, I did not want to even try, for what if I discovered that Ahmedri and Rushton were following us?
The idea gave me pain and I clamped down on this train of thought, knowing I could not afford to strain the binding I had laid over my mind any further.
By the time Maruman again called a halt, the ruddy glow of sunset in the west had long since faded and a scatter of stars now pierced the black sky overhead, casting a thin light. The moon had yet to rise but even when it did, it would not offer much illumination, being so close to darkmoon. I did not consider lighting a fire, however, for even if it was small it might be seen from afar. By my calculations, we were a good hour east of the hot springs. I longed to ask what we were doing here, but instead I wondered aloud if we were to make camp for the night.
‘You can sleep,’ Maruman said, which, typically, was not quite an answer. I was too weary to care. I undid the straps and ropes, freeing Gahltha of his burdens, and then I laid out my sleeping blanket. My body felt weary but my mind was jittery and I was aware that, very soon, I would have to release the binding on my mind. Putting off the moment, I brushed the mud and burrs from Gahltha’s coat and salved the places where the belts had chafed slightly, promising to fasten the straps differently on the morrow. He went off to eat some grass and again he was careful to walk only on stone. I washed my hands before filling a mug with water and drinking it. I was thirsty so I dippered up another mug and drank it more slowly. There was a soft, blurred feel to the air that made me wonder if there would not be another mist, though it might only be the proximity of the stream that made it feel damp.
Finishing the water, I went to sit down on my blanket. It was becoming cold and I tugged off my boots, wrapping the blanket around me before I stretched out, using my pack as a pillow. For a time I lay listening to the stream chattering softly to itself as it rushed along its stony course and to the oddly reassuring sound of Gahltha cropping grass. Gradually my body relaxed, releasing all the tensions of the day until I felt limp and heavy.
I thought about Obernewtyn. Maryon and her futuretellers would be in the long Futuretell hall laying out and carefully flattening the tapestry they had spent a good portion of the year sewing. I would never know what they had decided to depict this year, but the tapestry was always presented just before Rushton gave his traditional speech. Gevan and his guild would be exercising and readying themselves for their acrobatic displays and those who were to take part in the magi play, which had been scheduled for the second day of the moon fair, would have laid out their masks and costumes.
Khuria and the other two chieftains would have arrived at Obernewtyn, or they would do so before dawn, and I wondered if Analivia had returned to her home to fulfil her promise to bring Bergold up to witness the longed-for magi performance. Or was she still somewhere in the lowlands seeking her father and brother? Knowing Analivia I could easily imagine that she had sniffed them out in Sawlney, in which case she might have been whisked aside by Dardelan’s spy. Once she understood the high chieftain’s intention, would she leave well enough alone or would she insist upon taking part in the ambush? The latter, I suspected, and prayed she would come to no harm.
I could easily imagine Dardelan poring over his plans one final time, as he was wont to do, or maybe he and his armsmen and women were already abed, knowing they would ride out at dawn ostensibly for the mountains and Obernewtyn. Would Bruna ride with him? I wondered. Certainly among the tribesfolk she would have fought alongside her bondmate, and she had made it very clear that she would not be treated as if she was some precious object that was to be kept safe. And what of Brydda? Reuvan would have told him the young high chieftain’s plan, and I did not doubt he would want to ride down to take part in the sortie. Would he go with the coercers to meet Dardelan in Saithwold, or had the young high chieftain sent word to bid him remain at Obernewtyn?
And Rushton? I had imagined him riding after me, but that had been wishful thinking as much as anything. By now, he would certainly know I had left Obernewtyn, and the most likely thing was that he would ride to the White Valley to see if I had visited Swallow. He could even now be sitting by a campfire with the gypsy discussing where I might have gone. I doubted he would tell Swallow he had offered me a handfasting wreath, but if Aras or Ceirwan had found it on my bed, they would understand its meaning at once, as I had done.
Finally, I thought of the night I had spent with Rushton in Louis Larkin’s shack on the farms, merging mind and body. The weight of grief and longing this roused in me split the coercive net that held all the emotions that had accumulated since Maruman had come for me. I opened myself, unresisting, to the scouring torrent of pain and I wept for a very long time without restraint. Maruman did not come anywhere near me, of course, but to my surprise, Darga curled up close beside me and once, when I thought of Dameon who might even now be headed to Obernewtyn, and was unable to suppress a sob at the knowledge that I would never see him again, the dog reached out to lick my hand.
My cheeks were still wet when I fell into an exhausted sleep, and no doubt grief shaped a dream of Obernewtyn, or maybe it was not a dream but a dreaming journey back to say farewell. I saw it all as if I were flying over it like a bird, the wagons and tents lining the roads leading to Obernewtyn and all the roads and paths within its walls, fires blooming here and there like hot flowers. I heard the strains of laughter and talk and music and occasionally the sound of a dog barking as I passed over, and then it seemed to me I flew up higher and higher until there was nothing but the sound of the wind that whistles in the darkness between the stars.
I woke to the milky light of dawn filtering through one of the thick white mists that were common in this season. My eyes were swollen nearly to slits from weeping so I pulled on my boots and went to bathe my face in cold water from the stream. I moved quietly so as not to wake Darga or Maruman, who were sound asleep on opposite sides of my blanket. My buttocks were sore and my legs felt stiff, but it was my shoulder that hurt most. No doubt I had pulled a muscle while carrying the heavy sword. I went back and fetched my pack away from the blanket, opening it to get out a pot of liniment from my healing pack. I broke the wax seal on the pot and rubbed the ointment into the hurt places before pulling on my clothes. It would only be needful for a few days, until I, and my skin, toughened up.
I went back to the stream to wash the pungent liniment from my fingers and then turned to survey my surroundings. The ground rose up high enough in this upper corner that I ought to have been able to see the whole of the valley spread out beyond the sparse trees, but the fog was too thick. I could see only one or two of the closer trees and a part of the stream running past the feet of the mountain which rose up until it, too, vanished into the fog. Fighting a vague feeling of being closed in, I forced myself through a series of exercises to loosen my muscles, wondering what time it was.
Then I reminded myself that I was leaving behind all the segments humans made of a day: firstmeal and morning and midday and afternoon and nightmeal and evening. All that mattered now was the rising and setting of the sun, and the weather. To some extent it had always been so on expeditions when everything fell into simpler, more primitive rhythms, but this time I was leaving everything in a way I had never done before; not just notions of human time, but human life itself. For what was I now besides the purpose that moved me?
The thought reeked of self-pity, and yet I did not feel much in thinking it. I did not feel very much at all. The orgy of grief the night before had emptied me out and numbed me. I did not feel desolate or grief-stricken nor anythiny extreme. I felt only a weary calmness.
Maruman and Darga were still asleep and there was no sign of Gahltha so I went and sat on a rock to brush my hair and replait it, half mesmerised by the slow mysterious coiling of the mist, which reminded me of the movement of the clouds on the dreamtrails. I thought about getting out some food but decided I was not hungry enough to bother.
Where were we to go next, I wondered. Logically, we would have to make our way west in order to get up into the mountains, for even if we were not to take the route Gahltha had used to return to Obernewtyn after I had been healed at the ken, all of the other places where one might climb into the heights were west of the hot springs.
The only reason I could think of for the beasts bringing me this way was to put off pursuers. Certainly no one would think to look for me here.
Returning the comb to my pack, my fingers encountered Jacob’s cloth-wrapped journal. I had reckoned on sending it back by ship to Garth, when I had expected to be travelling to the Red Land. But when Maruman had made it clear that I was not to return to the Land or to take ship as I had believed, I had been too shattered to remember to take the journal out. That meant I would never now be able to fulfil my promise to return it safely to Garth.
Yet was it truly by chance I had brought it along, when it described preparations for a journey into these very mountains? Especially since he who scribed it had come this way carrying with him Cassandra’s key, which I would need to complete my quest. Initially I had supposed that Atthis had the key, or that she would tell me where to find it, but she had never done that with any of the other clues or devices left for me. She had aided me only when my life was in danger, and she had always directed me obliquely. Indeed, perhaps she had not sent fliers to fetch me because she intended me to acquire Cassandra’s key before I reached the ken.
After all, she had told me long ago that I would come to the ken after I had got all of the devices and messages Cassy had left for me in the Land and surely she would have known then that things had transpired differently from the way Hannah or Cassy had foreseen, that Hannah had not returned to Obernewtyn and that Jacob had taken the key with him when he left seeking his dream?
If I was right, Atthis might have been contemplating how to ensure that I would find what must be found. The fact that Maruman had unexpectedly arrived with Darga to get me might very well be part of the Agyllian’s efforts to correct my course. I would not know until I could stand before Atthis and ask. Until then, if I was right and I was supposed to find Cassandra’s key, the only question that mattered was how far Jacob had got in his quest for his dream city.
The old Beforetimer had never mentioned the route he meant to take into the mountains, but he had referred to various landmarks and even to some sort of Beforetime building where he had hoped to find instruments that he could use to see the place he believed to be the location of his dream city. I had skimmed these parts of the journal quickly, because at the time I had simply been looking for the location of his dream city. But I did remember that Jacob had admitted the possibility that much or all that he remembered or knew about the mountains and the land beyond it might have been altered by the Great White, which he had called the holocaust. Certainly he had known the mountains were tainted for he had described instruments and devices he meant to carry to enable him to read the level of taint, which he had called contamination, and to protect himself from it. He had also planned to wear a safesuit because, although the vehicle that he would ride in would protect him to begin with, it would only carry him so far, and then he must walk.
I found it hard to imagine any sort of vessel being able to negotiate the mountains without foundering or coming to some impossible obstacle. If that had happened Jacob would have had to proceed on foot and it seemed all too likely that a lone, elderly man travelling across mountainous terrain would fall victim to accident or illness. Even a slight fall would have doomed him if he had torn a ligament, broken a bone or ripped his safesuit.
It ought to have saddened me to think that the old man’s final quest, begun with such hope, might have ended soon after he set out, but I was too numb from the emotions I had endured the night before to feel anything. I did wonder if Atthis had told Maruman where Cassandra’s key lay. It would be just like the contrary feline to know and not tell me such vital information. On the other hand, she might simply have given the old cat a route to follow that would bring me to the place where I would find Jacob’s bones.
I looked around, suddenly wondering if Jacob had even reached the mountains. The thought that Cassandra’s key and Jacob’s body might be close by woke a flicker of interest in me, but it was like a spark falling onto damp wood. If I was right, let Maruman bid me search. Certainly he was the leader of our small party of expeditioners, for all Darga’s claim that he had been sent to guide me.
‘It is time to go on,’ Maruman sent so dreamily that I turned and gave him a sharp, uneasy look, wondering if he had been listening to my thoughts.
‘Go where?’ I asked, before I could stop myself.
‘Into the mountains,’ he sent.
As it transpired, Maruman meant exactly what he said. Once I had mounted up and he was perched on the pack at my back, Gahltha set off east, following the stream along the foot of the mountains. Knowing we could not go much further in that direction, I was on the verge of demanding to be told where we were going, when I noticed that the stream had vanished. I supposed we had reached the place where it emerged from the mountains, and sure enough, when we came closer, I saw that the stream was flowing along a narrow ravine just wide enough to admit a horse and a rider. It cut into the mountain at such a sharp angle that if I stepped back only a few paces the opening would have seemed no more than a long slightly shadowed fault in the cliff. Like Uttecove on Norseland, you had to be almost upon it before you could see it.
I felt Gahltha’s surprise echo my own when Maruman impatiently bade him enter the ravine, and decided that the old cat was being almost as miserly with the information he gave the horse as with me. No doubt this was because he knew that Gahltha would answer any question I put to him. Unlike Maruman, the horse did not have a secretive nature, but neither did he have my hunger to know things. Maruman had bidden him follow the stream and he did so without feeling the need to ask why and where it would bring us.
As he stepped into the stream and entered the rift, I felt the cold shadow of the mountain enfold me like a heavy, damp cloak.
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We had not gone far along the rift before it began to narrow. Drawing up my legs to stop them being scraped against the edges, I bade Gahltha stop. I removed my boots and tucked my socks into them, pushing them under one of the straps around his belly, then I got the sandals out of my pack. The boots were waterproofed but that would not last long if I had to wade along a creek bed in them, and it would take a long time to dry them out. Clambering awkwardly over the pack, I slid down over Gahltha’s rump and landed with an impact that jarred my bones. The water was icy cold, but quite shallow. At first my feet ached, but when they grew accustomed to the water I welcomed the exertion of walking because it warmed me.
After we had been moving along the rift for an hour, it suddenly switched back on itself, cutting sharply eastward, and then after a short time it turned west again. The turns were very tight and the last was so cramped that Gahltha was forced to rise up on his hind legs to manoeuvre himself around it. Maruman clung like a burr to the pack, reconfirming my certainty that the Agyllians had strengthened him. I marvelled that Gahltha was not emanating fear or even anxiety, given that it would be very difficult for him to turn around now, if the rift ended suddenly. Evidently his faith in Maruman, or in the oldOnes who had laid upon him the task of protecting me, remained steadfast.
I wished I could feel as sanguine.
To my surprise, Darga sent, ‘Elspethlnnle, the oldOnes saved your life so that you might do what no other can. They saved you, as they saved us, not for ourselves but that we may serve their purposes. What does it matter where they send us, for without them, we would all be dead now.’
This was an observation as cold as the water under our feet, and for a moment I felt numbed by the sombre truth of his words. But life was not a sum of apples or potatoes to be added up so easily. If all that had been wanted from me was mindless faith and obedience, Cassy would never have left such cryptic clues and messages. That she had done so told me that she had expected me to think and make decisions. As with the obfuscations and evasions of the futuretellers, I knew there must be a reason for the secrecy that surrounded my quest, but perhaps that reason had something to do with free will and choice. For no matter what, I felt sure those things would be required of me, ere the end.
But I kept these thoughts to myself.
The rift cut east and west and east again before moving decisively north-west. It widened enough for me to walk beside Gahltha, but Maruman bade me ride so that we could move more quickly. Once mounted, I looked up at the crack of sky visible high above. The only time sun would strike down through it would be for a brief period in the middle of the day. I hoped we would not still be in the rift then. I dug out my hat and gloves, took off the sandals and hung them down to let them drip dry, but still I was cold. Gahltha suggested I put my feet on his bare back to warm them, adding drily that the sound of my teeth chattering was making him nervous. I was glad to obey and clung to the webbing loops to keep my balance.
The rift continued to zig and zag, but now I noticed that the cuts east were always longer. I wondered if it was yet another legacy of the tremors that had occurred during the Great White – the result, so the Teknoguilders said, of the potency of the weapons that had been used by the Beforetimers, which had roused terrifying forces locked inside the earth. I had no idea what we would find at the end of the rift, but given how steeply and closely the mountains rose up beside one another, it seemed unlikely that we would find a convenient canyon or valley waiting for us. Certainly I had seen few canyons when the Agyllians had brought me to the ken. On the other hand, I had really seen only the western side of the mountain range, since the birds dwelt on that side of the great spine of mountains that ran along the centre of it. The high jagged giants would have blocked any clear view of the eastern side of the range. Suddenly I found myself remembering that Jacob had scribed of mountain paths or roads forged in the Beforetime. That I had seen none of these likely meant that, if they existed still, they were on the eastern side of the range. I made up my mind to re-read the journal more attentively as soon as I had the chance, but one thing was certain: whether or not there were ancient roads he might have used for his vehicle, Jacob could not have travelled into the mountains through the rift because the vehicle he had drawn in his journal would not have fitted through it.
And something else was beginning to nag at me.
If Dragon and I were not to travel together with the expedition to the Red Land, and if I had not been mistaken in my reading of Cassy’s clue, which referred to those things, then something had happened to prevent the future Cassy had seen from coming to pass. In which case the final clue might be in the Red Land even if I had been unable to accompany the expedition because of the need to find Cassandra’s key. And what of the visions Maryon and Dell had experienced of Dragon and me in the Red Land, which had occurred long after Jacob had left Obernewtyn with Cassandra’s key? One mistaken vision that put me in the Red Land I could accept, but that the two most powerful futuretellers in the Land should have made a mistake, and that it should be the same mistake, simply did not seem possible.
Suddenly a shadow fell over me. I looked up, thinking instantly of the malevolent spirit-form that had overflown me on the dreamtrails. But it was only that the rift had closed up overhead. Gahltha plodded on unperturbed, though I could feel he was weary of trudging through the icy stream. I tried to make myself equally patient, but it was hard to travel without a clear idea of where I was going.
‘Why do the funaga have to know where they are to go?’ Maruman asked. To my surprise, his tone lacked the ire that usually accompanied such a question.
‘I am the Seeker,’ I sent. ‘How am I to seek without thinking of what is ahead of me?’
‘ElspethInnle is Innle who alone can seek what is to be sought. Marumanyelloweyes is the Moonwatcher, sent to guide ElspethInnle where she must go,’ the old cat sent imperturbably, and to my annoyance he sank back to sleep.
I cast a longing glance at the strip of vanishing sky behind me, before resolutely turning my eyes to the pitchy darkness ahead, wondering why it was that whenever I was pursuing my quest, the way ahead always seemed darker and colder than the way behind me. I wished as I had done many times before that I might live in the moment as beasts did, instead of thinking and worrying about the future, which was so infinitely changeable as to defy even the power of a strongly Talented futureteller. After all, if one could not ever truly know what the future would hold, what use was there in making plans? But the only time I had ever found it easy to live in the moment was when there was great danger threatening. When the danger passed, the transcendent revelation of the moment faded, as if the mind could not hold such a thing for long.
I cleared my thoughts and made myself listen attentively to the slapping of water against the stone walls, the muted thud and splash of Gahltha’s hoofs in the stream, but almost at once I was distracted by light ahead. It was too soft and yellow to be daylight, unless it came from some oblique and filtered source. Then ahead I saw a glimmering patch of brightness on the wall of the rift. I was almost upon it before I realised that it was a cluster of the little taint-devouring creatures that dwelt in damp highland caves and crannies.
There was another patch of them on the opposite wall, and further along the rift they were on both walls. Still further there was such a multitude of the creatures that they lined both walls. I had never seen such a huge colony of them before. It must be the moisture attracting them, for the walls of the rift now glistened with water, trickling down from a hundred tiny cracks to join the stream running along the rift.
Passing through them, I could not help but feel that Jak’s ambition to enable the little creatures to adapt so that they could tolerate a brighter, warmer habitat and thereby be able to be relocated so they could consume and transform tainted matter in drier terrain, while understandable, stemmed from the same belief that had led humans to bring the world to the brink of destruction in the first place: the notion that we had the right to change the world and anything in it to suit our needs. Perhaps this belief was connected to the fact that although animals could live completely in the moment, we humans seemed to live almost entirely in our imaginings of the future or our regrets over the past. For if one dwelt completely in a moment, there was no room for thinking about changing it. There was only acceptance.
The gleaming colony came to an end as the base of the rift began to slope steeply upward, and only then did I realise we were no longer walking through water.
The darkness became complete the next time the rift changed direction, but I did not worry about Gahltha stumbling. Aside from the fact that he and all of the other beasts had far keener eyesight than me, he had an awareness of his surroundings that far surpassed mine, another advantage of living fully in the moment perhaps. It struck me that Dameon also possessed an uncanny awareness of his surroundings, and I wondered if the empath had developed the same ability as beasts because his blindness required him to pay attention more profoundly to the things around him.
Suddenly my stomach rumbled loudly, and I could not help but grin at the thought that a humble bodily appetite could also bring you into the present. I turned and dug out another of Javo’s food packages and this time when I offered it, both Maruman and Darga accepted several morsels. I apologised to Gahltha, who gave the equine equivalent of a shrug, saying that he had grazed well that morning.
Tilting my head to drink some of the water from my gourd, I saw light ahead again, but it was too pale and bright to be coming from more of the taint-devouring creatures. We had not gone much further before I saw that the rift had again opened to the sky. Then Gahltha broke into a trot. I stoppered the gourd hastily, thrusting it into my vest, and caught hold of Gahltha’s mane. Seeing that the ground ahead sloped steeply up, it occurred to me with a thrill of excitement that the crack overhead was not merely an opening, but the way out.
At that moment, Gahltha broke into a canter that seemed horribly dangerous in the confined space, but I knew he was trying to build up momentum enough to reach the opening. I only wished he had warned me so I could have climbed down before he began his ascent but it was too late now.
Feeling the horse strain under me, I began to fear that, despite his great strength, Gahltha would falter. I truly could not imagine what would happen if he began slipping backwards, since it would be impossible for him to turn around. It was with relief that I spotted a narrow shelf of stone jutting out from the wall ahead. I just had time to warn Gahltha and Maruman of what I meant to do before we came level with it and I leapt from the horse’s back to land hard and awkwardly on the shelf. The light was blotted out briefly a moment later and when daylight shone down into the rift again I knew Gahltha had got clear. I dropped to the sloping floor and looked back expecting to see Darga. When he did not appear, I realised the dog must have moved ahead of Gahltha in the rift without my noticing.
I climbed the rest of the way up the slope without difficulty and emerged onto a shallow, sunlit plateau jutting out from low down on the eastern side of the mountain. It was remarkably level, as if it had been chiselled and sanded, though a thick spiky grass grew over it. I could not see far in any direction, for the way was blocked on all sides by the rising slopes of mountains, and in the gaps between them were more mountains. Where the sun fell, the steep inhospitable slopes were brown and green with stubble grass, low scrub and a few small trees that had managed to gain a foothold, but where the sun did not fall, the mountain faces were black and forbidding. I saw no obviously tainted ground but nor did I see any sign of road or path or indeed any level ground at all, save the plateau I stood upon. For a moment, I felt utterly daunted, but then it struck me that Jacob Obernewtyn had been far older than I when he came into the mountains, and in his time, the poisons that tainted them would have been far more virulent than now. I had a momentary vision of an old man, stooped and appalled, gazing at mountains that glowed green and poisonous on all sides, and shuddered, telling myself that it was unlikely he had got very far, even with his Beforetime vessel, and so perhaps I would not have to go far to find Cassandra’s key. Indeed, perhaps once I had done so, Atthis would send her fliers to carry me to the ken. The hope shamed me, for while the birds might also carry Darga and Maruman, Gahltha would have to make his own way. Unless the fliers would simply return me to my companions after my audience with Atthis.
Some impulse made me get to my feet and follow the narrowing plateau back around to the east, wondering if I would be able to catch a final glimpse of Obernewtyn. It narrowed and then ended abruptly, but I had come far enough to be able to see back down the valley. Yet all was hidden by a thick, low blanket of mist that lapped against the encircling mountains like milk in a stony bowl.
‘Better not to look back,’ I muttered aloud and was struck by the thin sound of my voice in the profound silence of the mountains.
I sensed a movement behind me and turned to see Maruman watching me accusingly.
‘Where now?’ I asked, feeling obscurely guilty.
‘It is time to eat and rest,’ the cat sent.
I sighed and followed him back to the rift opening. I removed the web and its burdens from Gahltha so that he could graze and then unfastened the gourd bottle I wore at my belt and offered water to the beasts. Darga refused, saying that he could smell a source of clean running water close by. He padded around to the north where the plateau diminished to little more than a ledge and vanished out of sight. I had just got out some food when he returned, muzzle dripping, to say he had found a pool of clean water fed by a spring.
Gahltha and Maruman went to drink but I went to the edge of the plateau to look down. The slope fell almost perpendicular from the rim of the plateau to murky shadows far below. There would be no climbing down even if I could see clearly what lay below.
‘Better not to look down or back,’ Darga advised, reminding me that he was no less privy to my unshielded thoughts than Maruman and Gahltha. This was what it was like to be a beast among beasts, I thought, kneeling to set out a portion of food for Maruman, and giving another to Darga, who accepted it solemnly. I ate my own share as I pulled my blanket from my pack and spread it on the grass, wondering how it was that humans alone were deaf to the communications of other creatures, save those of us who had the Talent to beastspeak, and even then we heard only what we chose to hear.
Once I had finished eating, I stretched out on the blanket, marvelling again at the flatness of the plateau. I had not been conscious of weariness, but I felt it when I relaxed. The sky overhead was very blue and the touch of the sun on my skin after the chilly darkness of the rift was pleasant, for all there was little real heat in it. It was not yet winter but in the mountains winter came earlier and it would be cold higher up. Indeed, if I had to pass through the high mountains that ran along the centre of the range, I was like to encounter snow and even a brief blizzard would not be out of the question. Was that why Maryon had included a thick hat and woollen gloves?
Darga came to lie along one side of the blanket, and Gahltha returned and went back to grazing. Neither of them appeared to be the least bit concerned about where we were to go next, and I envied them. Try as I might to be content in the moment, my mind strove blindly and furiously backwards and forwards.
There was no sign of Maruman and I wondered if he was hunting. Until the last few years, when his limbs had grown stiff and painful, I knew he had furtively hunted mice and rats and birds at Obernewtyn, despite this being forbidden within its walls, so I had no doubt he would relish hunting in his renewed state. Certainly there was life in the mountains for all its impassive stillness. Even now I could hear the chirruping and scolding of birds higher up the slope above the plateau, and there was the soft whirr of insects in the grass. There would be larger animals dwelling in cracks and niches, birds and mice and lizards, and perhaps rabbits or even foxes and martens. But once we came to tainted ground, there would be little life and what there was of it was likely to be mutated.
In the Land, until recent times, mutated beasts had been slain outright, considered to be marked by Lud’s displeasure, for in those days the Herders had preached that the Great White and all of its afflictions were a punishment imposed on humans by an angry and disappointed Lud. In the early days humans who were mutated had been slain as well, but later they had been seen as a source of slave labour and had been put to work out their lives on Councilfarms. Children with Talents – which had also been considered mutations – were sent to Councilfarms or to institutions where they could work and live out their lives, but they were prevented from breeding.
Even in this age, when it was known that Misfit Talents had existed before the Great White and that such abilities occurred spontaneously for no known reason, there were many who still secretly believed we were abominations who ought to be burned. That attitude would change, Dardelan had once said, when Misfits began to breed children, for those truly afflicted by holocaust poisons could seldom bring forth live babes, and if they did, the children would be terribly deformed. But I doubted that any proof would ever alter the attitudes of those who hated and feared us, though I did believe that in generations to come, that hate would lessen. Or perhaps it was better to say that I hoped so.
I drowsed until the sun shifted and the plateau fell into shadow, then Maruman returned to rouse us. I was puzzled when he set off along the plateau to the north, until I realised he was likely bringing me to the spring to replenish my water, yet to my surprise it did not end, but narrowed into a ledge that ran away around the mountain flank. Aside from the outer edge, which was broken and uneven as if part of it had fallen away, it was remarkably smooth and level and easily wide enough for us to go along it single file.
We had not gone far along it before we came to a pool of water caught in a natural cupola of stone at knee height in the side of the mountain. The spring that fed it must have been within the cupola, for water was constantly trickling from its lip and running across the ledge giving rise to a bright swathe of slippery green moss. After drinking and filling the gourd bottles, I crossed the slick wet section of the ledge warily, and hurried to join the others. There was a great shadowy gulf between the rank of the mountains that capped the valley of Obernewtyn and the next rank, but where the sun fell on the upper southern slopes, I could see grass and stunted bushes. There were barren stony places, but I saw no sign of the dead black or paste white swathes that would indicate tainted ground. It struck me that for all that the mountains this side of the range were steeper and stonier than in the west, they were less tainted. Certainly Gahltha had not allowed me to drink from any of the streams I had seen when he brought me down from the mountains following Atthis’s directions. If this side of the mountains had been less affected by Beforetime poisons, it might very well be that Jacob’s instruments had led him east, no matter where he had entered the mountains.
The ledge continued around the mountain until we were effectively moving west. It remained flat and smooth, though the mountainside itself grew ever more steep until it seemed that I was walking along the side of a cliff. It was dark and somewhat slippery, too, for being north facing, no direct sunlight would ever reach it, yet it was a far easier passage than I had expected. When the mountain curved around so the sun warmed us briefly, I was startled by the difference between walking in sunlight and in shadow and called a brief halt. Maruman did not object, though he would not let us stop for long. As we set off again, I wished we might cross to the southern slopes, where the sun fell in broad bright stripes, lighting up great stretches of yellow needlegrass or brown-tinged moss. But aside from the fact that there was no ledge to serve as a path, there was no way to get across the great dark chasm between the first rank of mountains and the second. As if to mock our stolid, careful progress, two wide-winged birds swooped into the chasm, dropping down like stones into the darkness and rising again into the sunlight to soar high overhead. Seeing Maruman watching them, his tail lashing, I was reminded of the first time I had communicated with him at Kinraide. He had been stalking a bird then, too, and I had impulsively shouted out a warning to the bird. Maruman had responded by calling me a stupid funaga. That I had heard him had shocked us both. The memory of his outrage made me smile, but I made no comment to him.
In truth, I felt no urge to communicate with my companions, and because they were beasts, they did not expect it or need it. Aside from all else, walking along a ledge, which sometimes narrowed to little more than shoulder width, required a level of concentration that left no room for idle chatter. Of course my mind wandered, but mostly I tried to keep my attention firmly focused on my feet and on the path before me. Once when we stopped to rest for a little, I found myself wishing I had thought to pack parchment as I might have made a map. This was something I had always required of the least experienced of any party accompanying me on Farseeker expeditions in the past, as a means of making them aware of their surroundings, and of course as a way of adding to our knowledge of the Land. I did not think anyone would ever use the map I might have made, but the activity would have stopped me fretting about what lay ahead. Strangely I did not think of Obernewtyn. When I had unbound my grief at the foot of the mountains, it seemed to open a gulf in my mind between me and my old life, wider than the chasm which now yawned beside me, and no less impossible to cross. And the gulf was widening. Indeed, it was better to conceive of it as being like to the gulf of water that opened when a ship departed from shore, and one understood that there was no way of bridging that widening gap, save by turning back, and that I could not do.
By the time the ledge began to curve slowly towards the south and the sun, I was startled and pleased to see that there was another ledge running around the northern face of the next mountain in the rank. It met the one we were on so neatly that I could scarcely believe it was natural. Yet it made me wonder why we had not simply headed west from the outset if that was where we were to go. The only answer that made sense was that we had entered the mountains where we had because this route would bring me to Cassandra’s key. Certainly Maruman led the way so confidently that it was clear he had been given good directions. If only he would tell me what he knew!
We had traversed half the next mountain when the sun sank behind the high range to the west. It grew darker and colder, but Maruman pushed us to go on and an hour later sunlight burst forth once more, streaming for a time through some wide gap in the ridge, then it was gone again and suddenly it was night. Being darkmoon, it was pitch black and I was relieved when Maruman finally called a halt. Fortunately the ledge path had widened, but even so, I wrapped myself in my blanket and sat stiffly alert with my back to the cliff, certain I would not sleep a wink being so close to the steep dark drop. I had no desire to make a meal in that precarious position and none of the animals suggested it.
Maruman came to curl regally on my lap to sleep and Darga lay pressed up beside me, his heavy head resting on my leg. Whether they were seeking warmth or bestowing it, I was glad of their proximity for the night was very cold and dark and we were all so far from anywhere any of us could wish to be.
Gahltha stood close by gazing out into the darkness and there was something in his stillness that prevented me asking what he thought about. I had suggested removing the webbing, but he had merely bade me unstrap the sword and the pack, for the rest was light enough not to trouble him.
Closing my eyes, I tried to imagine the moon fair even now taking place at Obernewtyn, but somehow the night was too dense and lonely and my position too precarious for me to manage it. After a time, I opened my eyes and looked up into the sky where a multitude of stars blazed white, freed of the eclipsing brightness of the moon. Somewhere an animal gave a long guttural call, and later there was the short sharp scream of a rabbit and then silence. My skin prickled with the strangeness of the world I had entered and it was long before the warmth of the animals penetrated deeply enough that I was able to drift off and doze fitfully. The last thing I noted with relief was that none of the mountains I could see were glowing.
I rose shivering as soon as the sky started to lighten in the east, for beyond the mountains the sun would already have risen. I packed away the blanket, restored Gahltha’s burdens and then we went on at once, having agreed to wait to eat in some more hospitable place. I soon discovered why Maruman had suggested we stop the moment night fell. The next part of the ledge was very narrow and badly eroded and it had been cold enough in the night that any exposed stone had developed a thin sheen of ice. We walked gingerly in single file and I pressed myself as close as possible to the cliff, struggling not to look down. It was a relief when the sun rose and the verglas melted, but all too soon the sun disappeared behind the mountain and the ledge fell into shadow once more. It was not until mid afternoon that I reached the place where the mountain curved east and I could see ahead to where a great wide spur of grey stone broke away from the next mountain to the west and ran down into the chasm where it overlapped another spur of stone that ran down from the rank of mountains to the south. The sun fell onto the place where the spurs met though there was darkness either side.
I felt immediately certain that this would be our route, but I held my tongue and managed to say nothing, even when Maruman leapt down from the ledge to the stone spur and began to descend it without a word of explanation. Gahltha followed, hoofs clattering on the stone, and Darga and I went after him.
When we passed from shadow into sunlight, I experienced an almost elated feeling of relief to be off the narrow ledge and in the sunshine, only now admitting to myself how the thin, shadowy path I had been treading had oppressed me. Yet the spur had its own perils. It was wide but slightly rounded and the sides were so smoothly precipitous that a stumble could easily become a deadly tumble into the darkness where no sun reached, for want of anything to catch hold of. About halfway along its length the spur thickened and flattened out on the western side into a long, sunlit slope that ended in a series of deep folds and furrows, like the trailing end of a skirt. Maruman began to make his way down this slope to where the folds touched the end of the spur that descended from the mountain to the north. A reddish bracken grew in the furrows along with needlegrass and a few hardy shrubs and there were bright yellow patches of lichen encrusting the stone here and there, but again no obvious sign of taint. Certainly Darga showed no alarm.
Looking up along the spur that ran north across the gulf I saw that it rose to a narrow pass between two mountains. I had the instinctive feeling that this was our route, but I did not make the mistake of asking when Maruman announced that we were to stop and rest.
I took a few pinches of herbs I found and stripped branches from the tough bushes, though I swiftly abandoned the idea of lighting a fire immediately, since a column of smoke might conceivably be visible from the Land, given that it was broad daylight and we were only one rank into the range. I promised myself that beyond the pass I would light a fire and prepare some sort of hot broth using the herbs and crumbled travel cake. In the meantime, I bound the branches I had scavenged into a faggot. I broke open another travel biscuit and offered it to Darga and Maruman as Gahltha grazed on the needlegrass and nibbled at the yellow lichen, then I poured some water from the gourd into a bowl, drank and poured the rest into a depression in the stone for the animals.
‘I hope there is more clean water ahead,’ I murmured. It had not been a question but Maruman gave me a cold stare before stalking away to groom himself on a boulder in the afternoon sunlight.
‘Why does he tell us so little and me least of all?’ I complained, walking over to sit on a fold of stone beside Gahltha who was now chomping at young bracken shoots. I had been worried about him finding fodder in the mountains, but Gahltha had already assured me that there were several kinds of nourishing lichen growing in abundance, which the mountain horses ate as staple fare, though his own preference was for sweet green grass.
Now he said, ‘Marumanyelloweyes keeps his own counsel always, but beyond that he is still angry that you left him/us.’
I sighed. ‘He is not a fool. He knows that was not of my choosing!’
‘Marumanyelloweyes knows and does not care,’ Gahltha sent.
I shook my head and told myself I ought to lie down and rest while I could, but although my body was weary, my mind was restless. On impulse, I got out Jacob’s journal and began to skim through the part I had already read.
I was trying to find the place I had read to last, when Darga came and lay beside me. Shielding my thoughts, I wondered if he was staying close to me because Atthis had enjoined him to protect me, or because, no matter what he had allowed the Agyllians to suppress, the memory of the love and companionship he had felt with Jik made him hunger for it again.
I turned my attention to the crabbed scribing in the journal and skimmed until I located the mention of the building in the high mountains. I read carefully this time and confirmed that Jacob had regarded the establishment as important because he had believed the instruments and devices it housed would reveal the city he had dreamed about.
If the Taillard Observatory has been destroyed, the instrumentation damaged or if the satellite link has been disabled, I will have to rely on my old maps, for although they show no city beyond this great range, there having been little development in that remote region before the world fell, they do show the location of various large settlements. It is one of these corporate towns, surely, that has grown these long years into the city of which I dreamed. The instrumentation at the Taillard Observatory will tell me which at once, but if it is necessary, I will travel to all of them until I find which one it is. I will begin with Pellmar for no reason save that it is a place Hannah visited because of her interest in the research work being done there, and in the ecological and moral philosophy of its founders. I wish now that I had encouraged her to speak of her visit more fully, but I did not.

I turned the page eagerly, only to find that Jacob had hoped to acquire something called an iscoper at the observatory, which would enable him to see farther than he could with the naked eye, if not as far as the larger and more complex devices in the institution in the mountains. From his description, an iscoper was a device similar to the spyglass used by shipmasters. I continued to skim but he did not say in which direction the Pellmar settlement lay or what its exact purpose had been in the Beforetime, nor did he say anything that would lead us to the Taillard Observatory. Of the latter, he said no more than that it was white and lay beyond something he called The Horns.
Suddenly it struck me that if I was being led to Cassandra’s key, I would also find Jacob’s body, and with it his vessel, along with all of the devices he had taken with him to ease his passage. If they were still whole and functioning, it might be that I could use them. I was no teknoguilder with the sort of affinity people like Jak had, which allowed him to empathise with Beforetime machines enough to discover how they worked, but still, a device that would allow me to see far would be very useful.
‘It is time to go on, ElspethInnle,’ Maruman interrupted my musings. Obediently, I wrapped the journal carefully, stowed it in my pack and slung the small faggot of branches over my own shoulder, for it was very light.
As I had anticipated, Maruman set off up the spur leading to the pass. It took us the remainder of the day to reach it.
When we were nearing the top, a brisk wind rose and began to blow athwart our route. It was the first time the wind had touched me since I had entered the mountains, I realised. It would have been easier to cope had it been constant but it was a blustering wind that shoved and pushed at you unexpectedly. I soon regretted insisting on carrying the faggot of wood myself rather than adding to Gahltha’s burdens for the wind plucked at the branches, making it hard to keep my footing when the spur narrowed and grew steeper. But there was no possibility of shifting my load to Gahltha now. Either I managed or I would have to leave it behind.
Gritting my teeth I bent forward a little and concentrated hard on where I put my feet, not willing yet to abandon the idea of a fire, for although the previous night had been darkmoon, tonight would be no less dark and it would be colder because the pass was higher than the ledge.
Unfortunately, the last red blush of sunset had gone and the sky darkened to indigo before we attained the pass. I had hoped we would be able to find shelter where I could light a fire and prepare some herb soup but it was too dark to see anything and a cold hard wind blew, which would make it almost impossible to light a fire. Maruman said we must wait till dawn to go on, which told me that, once again, the way ahead was too precarious for us to risk continuing without some light. The force of the wind made it impossible to unpack anything. I bade Gahltha lie down so that I could lie back against him then Maruman curled in my lap and Darga lay down by my side. The feel of the beasts about me was a comfort, but I found it difficult to sleep. The wind blew relentlessly and with a keening note that sounded too much of despair and loneliness, and although we had settled as close to the wall beside the pass as possible, it still managed to send chilly gusts over us.
Thinking wistfully of the fire I had planned to build, I tucked my hands into my armpits, drew up the hood of my coat and told myself that I had promised myself a fire after we had gone through the pass.
It was a long night full of the sorts of worries and anxieties and pointless planning that Maruman called gnawing, so it was fortunate that he slept soundly. Not that he had said much to me since we had left Obernewtyn, save to order us imperiously to go this way or that, or to tell us to stop or go on. I finally slept when the wind dropped away towards morning, and when I woke it was to a chill milky dawn. There was not a mist so much as a veil of bright haze that obscured all that lay beyond the pass, but Maruman rose and stretched and set off at once heading east. The mountain slope swiftly became more steep as we moved away from the pass and I was just beginning to worry for Gahltha when suddenly, to my considerable amazement, I saw ahead of us a wide ledge jutting out from the side of the mountain. It stretched away out of sight around the north face of the mountain, exactly like the one on the previous day. The only difference was that the ledge was much wider and the edge was smooth rather than being eroded. Indeed, when I went closer to examine it, I saw with some astonishment that a lip had been sculpted along the outer edge.
I sucked in a breath at the belated realisation that this wide trail and the ledge I had traversed the previous day were not natural formations. They were the remnants of the passages created by the Beforetimers, which Jacob had mentioned in his journal. I had been a fool not to realise it sooner, for nature seldom created such surfaces and I knew the Beforetimers had possessed devices capable of sheering through stone.
If I was right, and I knew I was, then doubtless Jacob had come this way. The ledge the previous day had been too narrow for his vessel but perhaps it had not been eroded when he had come to it. Or maybe he had come some other way until this point. Certainly this trail was wide enough to allow the passage of the vessel he had drawn in his journal. There was no way to tell if he had passed this way, but why else would Maruman be leading me here?
We had not been walking long when Maruman bade me mount up and ride while I could. Gahltha stopped obligingly and nuzzled at my neck as I lifted Maruman up onto his back and rearranged the sword so that I could mount. When we set off again, I gazed north, willing the air to clear, but the sun would have to be higher before it gained enough strength to burn away the veil of haze that hung beside the trail.
It took us several hours to get around the mountain, which I reckoned to be double the girth and a third again the height of any other mountain we had traversed. I had been thinking about the Beforetimers and wondering why they would go to the trouble of building roads and paths in the mountains of what Jacob had scribed of as a remote region in the Beforetime, when I became aware of a soft rumbling sound. It was not the deep-throated rumble of rocks falling, and I was still trying to puzzle it out when the road curved around enough for me to see a ribbon waterfall dropping into the narrow chute between the mountain I was on and the next in the range.
I was no longer surprised to see that the ledge road continued around the next mountain but when we were close enough to feel the spray from the fall, Darga pronounced the water clean, and Maruman decided that we would stop to drink and eat something. As if this were a signal to the natural world, the sun at last cleared the eastern peaks and even as I dismounted and unburdened Gahltha, red-gold light speared down in great bright shafts that soon dissolved the obscuring haze to leave a breathtakingly clear view of mountains rearing up grey and black under a sparkling pale-blue sky. Looking back the way I had come, I saw that a veritable wall of mountains marched northward out of sight, blocking any view of the sea beyond the west of the Land, the highest peaks shining white with snow. This was the spine of high peaks that ran down the centre of the range and I was glad to have turned my back on them, for I had been dreading the possibility that I would have to climb them. It was these same mountains that had stopped me seeing the Beforetime road when the Agyllians had carried me to and from the stone pinnacles that were their eyrie on the western side of the range. Turning east, I noted that another line of peaks ran from south to north, and though nowhere near as imposing as the snow-capped mountains behind me, they were high enough to block any view I might have had of the terrain beyond the mountains.
Directly north from where we were, the mountains were lower, save for one or two truly massive peaks that dwarfed the rest, and there were long connected ridgelines as well as one dark swathe that might be a canyon or even a slender valley. It was impossible to be sure because, while the sun fired all of the peaks, it could not reach the deeper places that yet lay in shadow.
I dragged myself away from the view and set about removing Gahltha’s burdens before checking his back and belly and salving the places that had been rubbed by the straps. Then I drank deeply, the water so icy that it made my teeth ache, and refilled the gourd bottles. Next, I washed my face and feet, despite the fact that the air was still cold, and changed my underclothes and socks.
Maruman watched me the whole time with a truculent look in his good yellow eye, tail snaking backwards and forwards. ‘I’m ready,’ I told him mildly now, after I had restored Gahltha’s burdens.
Instead of coming to me to be lifted up, the old cat turned and stalked off along the road. Taking my lead from him, I told Gahltha that I would walk. ‘Will he ever forgive me?’ I asked wearily, and felt the horse’s mind ripple with amusement, but he made no response.
Partway around the face of the next mountain, we came to a great pile of rubble fallen from the slope higher up, and as we picked our way over it, I glanced up uneasily at the overhanging earth above, worried at the thought of accidentally setting off another rock fall. Just beyond the rubble I saw that the outer edge of the road had broken away, leaving a rough-edged ledge little wider than the one we had traversed the previous day. I did not know whether to be sorry or glad when it began to slope downward, for there was too much shadow below to see precisely where it led. Late in the afternoon we had dropped low enough for me to see that what I had taken for a great dark chasm running from north to south was a flint vale. I had seen several of these on the other side of the range and I wondered if this was our immediate destination.
‘We cannot go that way,’ Darga sent in his sombre mindvoice. ‘It is tainted.’
A little chill ran over me, for this was our first sight of tainted ground, and yet I was not truly surprised. I had been expecting us to come to poisoned ground almost from the first moment I had stepped from the rift. The surprising thing was that it had taken so long. No doubt irritated by my emotions, Maruman suddenly chivvied us all to move more quickly. I had to stifle an urge to demand that the old cat tell me where we were going. In truth, I was dreading nightfall, knowing it would be very dark again and that once more we would have to spend the night on the ledge. I would not dare to sleep, I knew, and so the long cold night would creep by.
When we had come far enough for me to look down over the flint vale, I noticed that an errant beam of sunlight illuminated a green meadow in a distant ravine. But the sunlight shifted and the meadow vanished so swiftly into shadow that I wondered if I had imagined it. The sky in the east was dark and behind us the red dusk that had suffused the sky had faded, when, to my delight, I spotted the mouth of a cave just above the ledge path. It was little more than a large hole with its low roof and dank, mineral smell, but I was very grateful not to have to spend another night perched precariously on the narrow ledge that skirted the precipice. Having shelter also meant I could finally light a fire and cook something hot.
I used some of the branches I had collected to light a fire in the entrance to the cave, taking advantage of the last of the fading light, for it would be impossible to start a fire in the dark. Luckily the light, dry twigs at the ends of the branches caught quickly. Once the fire was burning, I used the whole of one of my water gourds to make a soup using the few herbs I had found the day before in the stone folds, and two of the savoury packets of travel biscuits to give it some substance, wishing I had a few proper ingredients – a potato or an onion or some mushrooms. When the soup began to bubble in its pot, the scent of it made my stomach growl so loudly that Darga tilted his head and looked askance at me. This struck me as funny, but when I laughed, the sound seemed so loud flying out over the flames into the vast dark silence of the mountains that I fell instantly silent, imagining how it would echo over the flint vale and wondering what beasts might lift their heads to wonder at the sound.
Soberly, I ate my share of the thick soup directly from the pot, regretting that I had forgotten to pack the little pouch of salt and herbs I had always carried with me on expeditions. Once again Maruman disdained his share when I offered it, and slipped away into the night, no doubt to hunt his own food, but Darga ate hungrily. I had used so much water preparing the meal, only after asking Darga if he could smell clean water nearby. Since we had passed a number of small rivulets trickling down the mountain face, not to mention the waterfall, I had not been surprised when he assured me that he could smell clean water further along the ledge path.
Now, gazing into the fire, replete and warm, I felt the same kind of contentment I always felt on expeditions. It had nothing to do with the purpose of the expedition and everything to do with all the trappings and comforts and habits of ordinary life being stripped away to reveal a bare simplicity that I always found so peaceful that I could not help but wonder why we humans accumulated so many things and habits and needs and wants to hamper and bind us in daily life.
The fire was very pleasant, but it soon began to burn down, for I did not add any more wood to it after I had cooked our meal. If I was careful, I reckoned that I would be able to get another two cookfires out of it. After that we would be without fire unless I managed to find more fuel. This was unlikely for I had noticed that there was a good deal less vegetation on the mountains than there had been the day before, in spite of the absence of taint. This was partly because much of the mountains this side of the range lacked any vegetation, their slopes being too sheer and smooth for any earth to accumulate where a seed might lodge. Given what Darga had said about the flint vale, there was likely to be even more barren terrain ahead.
I had removed the webbing and pack and the other things from Gahltha while the soup cooked, and now I got out my blanket and spread it out along the back wall of the cave, hoping that he had been able to find some lichen to nibble for his supper. There had been scant grass growing along the ledge, though there had been a good bit growing about the base of the ribbon fall, and at my insistence he had lingered there to graze for a time after the rest of us went on.
I lay down facing the fire and the entrance to the cave, dragging the pack closer to serve as my pillow. As I drew the edges of the blanket around me, Maruman came to curl against my belly. Darga remained where he was, stretched out on the other side of the dying fire, staring into it as if mesmerised. I saw Gahltha’s dark form move in the mouth of the cave and sent to ask, ‘Did Maruman tell you where we are going?’ I had shielded the thought, though the cat was asleep and snoring softly.
‘He knows where he is going,’ Gahltha sent, without much interest. ‘You should sleep.’
I agreed. But only when the glow of the embers had faded did I let go of consciousness. I dreamed I was flying over Obernewtyn in my spirit-form but when I tried to fly down to it, a barrier held me back. Then the dream changed and I was flying over the mountains. It was night, and they were glowing green. I could not tell if this was because they were tainted or because I was seeing their aura. Then I noticed a black road winding its way north and realised that if the glowing earth was tainted, the road must be clean, or at least less tainted. A hard wind began to blow, howling and skirling through gaps and hollows in the stony slopes, and gradually it came to me that I could hear someone crying out. Then I looked up and saw a dragon the colour of fire dropping towards me, talons outstretched. Its eyes were full of madness.
‘Dragon!’ I screamed, and woke.
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I opened my mind to the smell of ash and to the dazzling radiance of sunlight flooding through the entrance of the cave. I sat up, squinting and blinking in confusion, my heart still hammering from the dream. Had it been a dream, I wondered? It was impossible to tell from such a brief fragment, so I dismissed it from my mind and went outside to look for the others. Gahltha was standing just below on the ledge path, nibbling at some brown lichen growing between the stones and Darga lay stretched out at its broken edge, his brown eyes gazing down over the flint vale in a way that made me wonder if he was seeing it or some inner vision. The vale looked sharper and blacker than ever in the clear bright morning light, and now I could see mountains beyond it to the north, dim and purple with distance.
There was no sign of Maruman.
I went to wash myself and fill the gourd bottles and found that the water source Darga had sniffed out the previous night was another ribbon waterfall, albeit a very small one. It was dropping from a spring higher up the mountain into the void beside the ledge path, rather than onto it. This was fortunate or we would all have got a soaking when we went on, but it did give off a haze of droplets that had caused a slick moss to grow over the stones. Thinking of Gahltha’s hoofs, I decided to bring some gravel from the cave to spread before we tried to cross.
I got back to the cave to find Maruman had returned and was waiting impatiently, and after I had restored pack, sword, bow and quiver to Gahltha, and shouldered the remaining wood, we went on.
It was another day before the narrow remnant of the Beforetime road ended abruptly, buried under what had obviously been a huge landslide. Fortunately the rubble and cracked stone had spilled out to form a rough bridge to the nearest mountain to the north. The fall had been so long ago that the rubble was stable but it was still a difficult crossing for Gahltha. The ledge had brought us far enough east that we had passed out of sight of the tainted flint vale and through the line of high mountains that had bounded the vale to the east. When we had climbed up to the top of the low mountain I saw that it was the beginning of a long low ridgeline running directly north. Maruman set off immediately in this direction. I did not wonder that Jacob had got so far if he had travelled the same route as we were taking, for the remnant of the Beforetime roads and now the ridgeline had given us a relatively easy passage.
There was yet another line of mountains running parallel to the ridgeline in the east, high enough to block any view we might have had of the plain in that direction. Not that I felt much regret about this for I still remembered the searing vision of the endless Blacklands I had seen, years before, when I had come to the mountains with the Agyllians. Yet it struck me now that I had looked from the east of the range, and given that my view in this direction would have been somewhat blocked by the high spine of mountains running along the centre of the range, I might easily have missed seeing a city or settlement. Around mid morning I spotted a meagre stubble of grass growing in cracks on the ridge, and insisted we linger long enough for Gahltha to graze. I added that we might just as well break our own fast at the same time. Maruman grumbled about stupid funaga and greedy equines, but he did not insist we continue immediately, so I took this for acceptance.
‘Do not fear for me. I am your protector – you are not mine,’ Gahltha reproached me gently, when I rummaged in my pack for another parcel of travel food.
‘I worry for my friend,’ I said, and wrapped my arms around the stallion’s neck, feeling a welling of love for him.
Later, as we climbed up from the ridge to yet another pass, I tried to learn – without aggravating Maruman by asking specific questions – if the old cat actually knew how much longer it would take to reach the place to which he was leading us. Certainly I no longer had the slightest doubt that he was leading me to Cassandra’s key, but the old cat merely gave me a cold, knowing look and did not respond. It was frustrating and yet knowing where we were going would not shorten the journey so I schooled myself to patience. That night we camped out in the open in a hollow on the ridge. It was too windy to waste wood on a fire nor was it as cold as it had been when we had slept in the high pass.
The next day we set off before dusk and by midnight we were following a broken slope running north-east along the base of a sheer cliff. We were nearing the top of the slope when the sun rose, cold shafts of sunlight cutting through the shadows. A wave of sunlight began to flow down the peaks to the west. We turned and began to move along the side of the mountain and when night fell again we continued climbing by moonlight. It was only a fingernail moon but it cast light enough for us to go on until we came to a flat place where we could stop. It was a good hour before dawn when Maruman clawed me to wakefulness and as we set off again up the slope I wondered if I was right in feeling that there was an urgency in the old cat’s exhortations to move faster. Was it possible that Atthis had given him a time limit?
We were making directly for another high pass to the north-west, and I was soon sweating and panting hard in the thin air. I was walking to spare Gahltha and twice I insisted that we stop to rest. Hence it was night before we reached the pass. Instead of finding a long descending slope on the other side, I was startled to see a wide ridge running north, bounded by higher mountains either side. Those on the west were snow-capped and I could see pockets of snow lower down. The dim lume of the slender moon made the stone look black but when I cast a questioning look at Darga, he made no comment. We pitched camp there out of the wind at the side of the pass, and I was able to make another fire. Darga could not smell water but we had passed so many small springs that day I did not doubt we would find more water soon enough.
I had not seen any beasts or birds that night but when I got up at dawn and went a little apart from the others to relieve myself, I was startled to find myself face to face with a mountain goat. It was a big slaty blue male with a white rump and belly set off by black face markings. He had long, thick horns, oddly dainty cloven hoofs and slotted golden eyes. I greeted him but he merely emanated hostility and trotted away to a small herd of duller pelted spindly females. The male led them out of sight and I wondered at their refusal to communicate. Certainly it was harder to beastspeak wild animals than those that had spent time around humans.
I stood with the blanket wrapped around me watching the sky lighten, awed by the immensity of the silence and feeling how small and insignificant I was alongside the vastness of the mountains, and yet all the life they contained would perish if I failed in my quest. This time it was I who woke the others.
We had not got far along the ridge when I realised that the top was not merely flat, it was the remnant of another ancient road cut into the stone. Indeed it looked as if the Beforetimers had actually sheered off the top of the mountains along the ridge to make a flat road. And instead of being merely smoothed bare stone, there was a strange surface to the road, a thin black layer of some unknown material that crackled strangely under Gahltha’s hoofs. Seeing it, he had immediately insisted Maruman and I ride on his back.
We had not gone far before Darga wordlessly moved into the lead for the first time. I looked around uneasily, unable to see the blackness that often indicated tainted terrain, but my senses fizzed enough that I knew there was taint nearby. It also occurred to me that I had not seen a single bird that day, not even at dawn. Indeed, there was something in the quality of the silence that reminded me unpleasantly of the heavy, dead stillness of the Silent Vale, where I had been forced to collect poisonous whitestick as an orphan child.
Before midday I had to get down and walk. It was simply too cold to sit still atop a horse, for while the ridge had looked flat, it was in fact ascending in steps.
It was then, as I trudged on alone, that I was struck by the strangeness of walking along the remnant of a Beforetime road cut through the high mountains, and I wondered why the Beforetimers had created such a thing in an area that Jacob had called remote and sparsely populated. Was it because of the Taillard Observatory?
Late in the afternoon, we came upon a pool of water caught in a depression formed about a Beforetime pole that had been broken off at shoulder height, the top part of it lying a little distance away. Darga pronounced the water clean, ignoring the pole, but I was hesitant to drink. Maruman demanded irritably what was the use of having a guide if I doubted him, so finally I knelt and broke the thin crust of ice on the water and drank. When I stood up again, I went to examine the broken end of the pole. The cryptic markings upon it were similar to the markings on other such poles I had seen here and there in the Land, and some said they had always been built near Beforetime roads, though none knew what their purpose had been. One actually stood intact close to the Silent Vale. The young Herder priest who had travelled there with us had been terrified of it and had made us pray till our knees ached before he had permitted us to pass by it.
It was strange that no one had ever come across these remnants of the past, but that might be in part because the forays humans had made into the heights had all been made to the west of the range.
The sun slowly descended towards the western peaks and though it shone brightly from a cloudless sky, there was no warmth in it at that height. A brisk wind was flowing over the icy slopes to the west sending long veils of snow flying from the peaks, and we stopped barely long enough to eat and drink before Maruman bade us continue. Tired as we were, no one demurred; it was simply too cold to sit still or to lie down and sleep for hours on end. I did not think of my quest or of what I had left behind. I thought of walking. I felt as if I were on a ship, travelling and yet standing still, only this time it was my thoughts that stayed still and my body that moved.
It took us another night and day to reach the end of the ridge road and Darga kept the lead the whole time. Partway through the night he began to keep so ostentatiously to the eastern edge of the ridge that I asked if the other side was tainted. He agreed that it was and added that the high mountains running along beside us in a line were also tainted, though he could not tell how badly. He could not discern the level of taint, he explained, only that taint poisons were present. Although Darga led us, it was Maruman who had decided that we would take longer rests in the daylight hours, because our blood would freeze if we stopped for more than short periods at night.
The irascible old feline was now accepting the food I offered as eagerly as Darga, which told me he was finding nothing to hunt. Yet for all we had reached tainted ground, there was still life. I saw a few birds flying in an arrow formation very high at midday one day, and another day, a firelizard sliding into a crack, its movements sluggish in the cold. Most of all, I worried about Gahltha, for although I had seen several patches of the scabby brown lichen he had previously nibbled at, he now ignored it so that I knew it must be tainted. My own supply of food was dwindling, too, since I could not replenish it by foraging. Water might become a problem as well, for Darga had rejected the last two pools we had passed.
Wherever Maruman was taking us, we had better arrive soon.
At dusk, the ridge road came to a sudden end at the edge of a great dark pit. Darga stopped short of it, sniffing the way ahead, and finally he went down from the road and up the side of the mountain to the east some way before turning to head north. Twice that night he stopped and conferred with Maruman, and listening in to their exchange, I learned that there were patches of taint ahead that could not be avoided, but that clean ground lay beyond them. Maruman bade him lead us across it, avoiding the tainted ground as much as possible, and Gahltha insisted that Maruman and I ride. His hoofs would give him some protection. I was worried about Darga and nagged until he gave in to my insistence and allowed me to bandage his paws using the strips of linen from my healing kit.
Fortunately we had not been moving along the side of the mountain for more than half an hour when Darga announced that we had got beyond the tainted area. I was relieved and prayed that the taint in them had been slight, but only time would tell. At least none of us had begun to vomit, and it had been dark enough for me to see that the ground about us was not glowing.
The following morning we were still making our way along the side of the line of mountains running to the east of the ridge but there was no longer any sign of a road. The sky was heavily overcast and by midday it began to rain. At first the rain fell only lightly and since there was nowhere to take shelter on the sloping flank of the mountain, we did not stop. By afternoon it was falling more heavily and there were distant rumblings of thunder. Maruman alone was dry because he had climbed inside my coat when the first spits of rain fell, but I did well enough. My waterproofed coat and hood kept my upper body dry and my boots kept my legs dry to the knee. Indeed, the warmth of the cat’s body, our plodding progress and the grey dullness of a day curtained by rain had a soporific effect so that I drifted in and out of a light doze as the stormy afternoon wore on.
Whenever I woke properly, I saw Darga’s dark form ahead, indistinct in the ever-falling rain.
At last Gahltha stopped and bade me get down. Only then did I discover that we were partway down a scree slope. I had no sense of direction and the rain and dull light prevented me making out where we were. I saw in Gahltha’s mind that he had made me get down because he had feared to stumble on the loose stones with Maruman and me riding on his back. The rain fell steadily and there were still dim flickers of lightning, but the full force of the storm was falling beyond the western peaks. The diffused grey light made it hard to guess the hour. I thought it was mid afternoon, yet it might just as well be closer to dusk. It was impossible to see how far the scree slope ran, or what lay at the bottom.
I turned to look at Darga, and found him gazing down the slope without making any move to go on. Before I could speak to him, Maruman wriggled until I opened my coat and let him out. Leaping lightly down onto the wet stones, he shook his paws fastidiously, emanating disgust, then he set off, taking the lead. That he did so told me that the scree was not tainted, though how he had learned this from Darga I did not know. They had not had any exchange that I had heard.
Then it struck me sharply enough to bring me wide awake that we might finally have reached the place where Jacob fell. I was careful to shield my speculations and the surge of hope that we were about to find Cassandra’s key as Darga set off after Maruman and Gahltha followed.
‘I guess we go down,’ I muttered, marvelling at how beasts could act without so much as a single word to explain or justify their actions to their companions. The sound of my voice startled me, and it occurred to me that there might never be any cause for me to speak aloud again, if my only companions were beasts. But then I thought of the futuretellings that had shown me with Dragon in the Red Land. Yet my curiosity had little real force. Somehow the journey through the mountains had taken on its own compulsion and for the last few days I had hardly thought of Jacob or Cassandra’s key.
A Beforetime saying that Garth or maybe Louis Larkin had once told me floated into my mind: Let sleeping dogs lie lest they wake and bite.
The rain had begun to penetrate the shoulders of my coat and I wondered glumly how I was to get it or my boots dry in such weather. I might convince Maruman to stop and let me light a fire but I had too little wood left to dry anything and besides, it was all soaked. As if in response to the thought, I seemed to feel a warm gust of air. Shrugging at the fancy, I squinted against the rain, trying to see what lay ahead. This time I could just make out two enormous steep mountains that intersected to form an impassable barrier. I did not believe that Maruman would have led us to a dead end without reason, and the only reason that made sense was that this was where Jacob Obernewtyn had fallen.
At the bottom of the scree slope was a hollow filled with boulders and broken stone that had obviously fallen there from the surrounding mountains. Maruman was now gliding from stone to broken boulder and then he went up a tumble of rubble mounded at the foot of the cleft formed by the two mountains and vanished from sight. Only when I followed him did I see that there was a gap between the mountains that had been blocked by the rubble. Beyond it was a long, narrow ravine. It was very dark, but as we joined the cat in the ravine, intermittent flashes of lightning far overhead were bright enough to illuminate the way.
Maruman set off, and we walked for several hours until, without warning, the way forked. One branch went east and the other north. Maruman unhesitatingly took the eastern passage, which ran steeply downward. I was riding now, for after we had got over the rubble blocking the ravine, Gahltha had insisted upon it. Again he refused my offer to get down. Before long the ravine widened out and flattened into a stony apron which was split by a fissure that grew from a mere crack at the nearest point to a wide crevice that ran away out of sight. There was daylight enough remaining for me to see that it was full of dark, jagged rubble, but then a bright flash of lightning lit the whole area and even as the air reverberated dully with the stony rumble of thunder, I saw with utter astonishment that it was not rubble in the fissure but foliage!
Maruman leapt down from Gahltha. I got down too, feeling as stunned as if one of the coercers had hit me on the head in a practice bout. Maruman turned to Gahltha and sent, ‘You cannot come further, Daywatcher. Go back along the ravine and take the other path. It will bring you to the Skylake. Wait for us there.’
‘What are you saying?’ I cried.
Maruman ignored me, keeping his yellow eye fixed on Gahltha, and I suddenly found myself remembering the way Gavyn and Rasial had gazed at one another on the farms, seeming by their very intensity to be communicating. After a long moment, the horse gave a neigh and tossed his head in a gesture of acquiescence. Maruman sent, ‘Go swift/safe, Day watcher.’ Then he bade Darga and me tersely to follow and without waiting for a response he padded to the narrow end of the fissure and leapt into the foliage.
I glared at Gahltha. ‘I am not leaving you.’
‘You must/will go with Marumanyelloweyes, ElspethInnle,’ Gahltha sent. ‘He will guide/lead where it is needful. I will go by the other way/wait for you at the Skylake.’
I was startled by the strong formal cadences of pure equine mindspeech he was using, and understood from it that, for the first time, the stallion was speaking not as my beloved companion and friend, but as Daywatcher to the Seeker. And all at once I was sure I would find Cassandra’s key and the remains of the Beforetimer Jacob Obernewtyn in the impossibly fertile fissure before me.
Gahltha reared up in farewell and then turned and trotted back along the ravine. It wrenched my heart to see him go, but as soon as he was out of sight, Darga padded down to the fissure and looked back at me.
I went to stand beside him, wondering at how such a crack had formed. The edges of it reminded me of ground that had been eroded by heavy rainfall, but it was formed in rock and where had enough earth come from to support such luxuriant growth? Was this the remnant of yet another Beforetime construction destroyed by some weapon that had been unleashed on it during the Great White? Darga caught the thought and assured me that he scented no taint, but Pavo had told me that not all of the weapons used by the Beforetimers left indelible poisons in their wake.
Lightning flashed again and once more thunder echoed around the faces of the mountains. The momentary brightness revealed that rocks were piled up at the narrow end of the fissure, and I climbed down them gingerly. Darga followed and we were enveloped in moist, green-scented heat that seemed to be flowing towards us from deeper in the fissure like a long, gently exhaled breath.
A hot spring or maybe several of them feeding into the fissure would explain the burgeoning growth, and the mountains rising steeply on all sides would protect the crevice from the wind and the worst of the snow. It was almost like a natural wintergarden or the rifts in the Sadorian desert lands where the Isis pools welled, allowing growing things to flourish in an inhospitable and hostile environment.
The noise of the rain had faded as I climbed down into the fissure and at first I thought it had stopped, but as we went deeper into the widening cleft, I became aware of it pattering on the thick canopy overhead. I could not see Maruman and was about to farseek him when Darga bade me lay a hand upon his head saying he would lead me to the cat. We moved together slowly through the soft, dense foliage, and it was impossible to believe that a few hours before I had been shivering with cold, ice in my eyelashes. I had shed my coat and vest and still I was dripping with sweat. The crevice widened and deepened as we went deeper into it. I could see very little but I trusted Darga to lead me truly. As we walked, I wondered if Jacob Obernewtyn had come here. I could no longer hear the rain or even the muffled rumble of thunder, the only thing I could hear was my own breathing and the sound of foliage shifting and moving above as we pushed through it.
Then I saw the unmistakable greenish-yellow glow of badly tainted matter ahead. I noticed Maruman sitting on a flat stone under a tree, tail lashing. ‘You are very slow,’ he complained, and then he sent imperiously, ‘Follow me!’ He rose and set off towards the deadly glow.
‘I have done nothing but follow for days,’ I muttered aloud, my stomach churning at the thought of having to walk on ground so tainted that it glowed. I did not doubt that I would heal, and maybe Maruman and Darga would as well, since neither of them emanated anything more than slight tension. But we would all be violently ill first, and that was no pleasant thing to anticipate. At least Gahltha had been spared, and belatedly I was glad Maruman had sent him away.
The greenish-yellow glow strengthened as we approached and my hands looked sickly white in it. I saw that there was a clearing in the trees ahead wide enough to admit rain and the grey light of the fading day, but it was not until I reached the edge of it that I saw it was formed about a large round pool of water. The glow of brightness was coming from the water, giving the veils of mist hanging above the rain-dimpled surface a strange eerie radiance that reminded me of an unconsciously created spirit-form.
‘Tainted water,’ I murmured.
‘No,’ Darga sent, and then I saw that he was right. Seen at this distance, the brightness of the pool was not the greenish-yellow of tainted matter, but a clean bright yellow. The green tinge had come from the golden light being filtered through the greenery hemming the pool on all sides.
The mineral odour and the heat rising from it told me I had been right in guessing that hot spring water lay at the heart of the mystery of the verdant growth and the moist heat, but I did not know what was causing the radiance. As I stepped into the open and knelt by the pool to look into it, I felt the touch of rain on my bare head and neck like the lightest caress of cold fingers. The water was so clear that I could see the pale whorls of stone along the edges and bottom of the pool perfectly. I drew in a breath at the sight of the thick clusters of small glowing creatures clinging to the stone. They looked like the same taint-devouring insects I had seen in the rift when first we entered the mountains, and yet how could these be the same creatures as those that lived on the dark, cool walls of damp caves and crannies in the highlands?
I reached out, intending to scoop one of them up to examine it more closely, but Maruman leapt forward and nipped my other hand hard enough to break the skin.
‘Maruman!’ I cried, falling back shocked.
‘If you put your hand in the water, the heat of it will strip the flesh from the bones,’ he sent.
I turned my horrified gaze to the pool, seeing that what I had taken for mist was steam. No wonder it was so hot in the crevice! I rose on legs that were not quite steady and moved back under the trees at the edge of the clearing, wondering how the taint-devouring insects could tolerate scalding water. The only answer was that, being amenable to adaptation, as Jak had proven, they had gradually changed until there was a strain of them that could live under water and tolerate a far hotter habitat than their ancestors.
Suddenly, a wave of weariness flowed over me. I turned to look at Maruman. ‘Tell me where to find Cassandra’s key.’
‘Marumanyelloweyes knows nothing of that,’ he responded haughtily.
I stared at him incredulously and all at once I did not care that questions discomforted the old cat. I was weary of my ignorance.
‘Then why are we here?’ There was an anger rising in me, partly borne of exhaustion and partly from the fright I had just had. ‘Tell me or I will go no further.’
‘ElspethInnle need go no further,’ Maruman sent with sly triumph, eye glittering. ‘Now we/you wait.’
‘Wait here?’ I echoed, gesturing at the dark, dripping foliage and the glowing pool. ‘Wait for what?’
‘For the ones who will come,’ Maruman sent loftily, and he began to lick fastidiously at his wet fur.
That calmed me down since it could only mean that the Agyllian fliers would come for me, or maybe for the three of us. That would also explain why Maruman had sent Gahltha away, since the fliers could not carry a horse. But why had we not travelled more directly towards the ken in the first place, if that was to be our destination? Why bring me here?
I thought of Cassandra’s key and wondered if it might not be somewhere inaccessible, and so the fliers would be needed to carry me up to it. Then after I had retrieved it, they would bring me to the ken. The theory fitted the facts, as Gevan always required, yet how were the enormous birds to land in this narrow rift choked with trees? The only clearing opened over a boiling pool of water. Wouldn’t it have been better for the birds to come to us on the bare ridge we had traversed before descending the scree slope to the ravine?
‘How will they know we are here?’ I asked.
‘They know,’ Maruman said distantly. I sighed and gave up trying to get any information from the irascible cat who continued to lick his fur dry. Feeling the discomfort of my damp clothes and boots, I wished I had thought to get my tinder box from the pack before parting from Gahltha. I had seen plenty of dry twigs and branches lying under the trees where the rain had not reached which would have served as fuel and it was easily warm enough for me to have stripped off my clothes to dry them out. I wondered if I might be able to find some pieces of flint to strike a spark.
‘No fire,’ Maruman rapped out the thought. ‘It will anger them.’
I scowled, not sure whether to believe him. It was true that I had not seen the Agyllians use fire in all the time I had been at the ken, so perhaps the birds did fear it. That would be an irony, given the Beforetimers had called their ancestors flamebirds. Shrugging, I moved back under a tree where the ground was dry, hung my coat and the padded vest on a branch, and then pulled off my boots and socks. I sat down and leaned back against its smooth flank with a sigh, thinking I would rest a little and then forage for some food.
‘Sleep,’ Darga advised, coming to sit close by me.
I nodded, and suddenly I felt all the weight of my weariness after days of travelling. I closed my eyes, promising myself groggily that I would rest for a short time, and I was on the verge of falling asleep when I heard a long mournful howl that brought me wide awake, the hair on my neck and arms prickling.
‘Gehdra,’ Maruman sent. The beast symbol sounded familiar but I could not recollect its meaning. The old feline turned his single eye to me. ‘Do you think knowing the name of a thing will stop it eating you, ElspethInnle?’ he asked scornfully.
I bit back an angry retort, knowing it might have relieved my frustration to shout at him, but he was capable of retreating into an icy silence that could last days. ‘What does gehdra mean?’ I asked Darga instead.
‘It is the name of the wolves that dwell in the mountains,’ the dog sent. ‘Another name they have is ithlinn, which means “spirits of the ice”.’
‘Wolves,’ I murmured uneasily, and hoped the creatures had not got wind of us. The howling had sounded uncomfortably close. Of course the mountains had a way of distorting sound to make far things seem near and vice versa. In truth I was more worried about Gahltha, for he was alone and wolves liked the taste of equine flesh. For a time I sat listening but I did not hear another howl, and in the end I relaxed and again closed my eyes.
I fell into a deep sleep, and after a time, a dream came to me of a winter morning years before, when I wakened to find a multitude of paw prints circling my camping place. Gahltha had been with me, and he had told me that the tracks had been left by gehdra, which was the name beasts gave wolves who called themselves the Brildane. He had also told me that the wolves had a great hatred of humans and I had wondered why they had not eaten us when they came to prowl about the camp at night. I had suggested beastspeaking them, but Gahltha had advised against it.
His exact words rose up from my memory.
‘The gehdra do not think like any other beast. Speaking to them would not stop them from eating us if that were their desire. Better to do nothing. With the gehdra, that is always safest.’
I slipped from the memory into a past-dream in which the Beforetimer Cassy stood in a darkened lane between what appeared to be rows of enormous Beforetime machines with a young woman with strange spiked hair and mutinous eyes. I recognised her as one of the Beforetime Misfits who had been imprisoned at the Govamen compound in Scotia. I had seen her once when I had followed her probe back from Cassy’s mind, when she had invaded the mind of the Beforetime teknoguilder Doktaruth, while Cassy had distracted the older woman with questions. They had been trying to learn something about Sentinel. Obviously they were allies, but even now when they stood close together talking softly and casting wary glances over their shoulders, it seemed to me there was little warmth between them. Their manner was urgent but not intimate.
Unfortunately I could not hear their words because the machines around them were giving off a great rhythmic thudding and thumping, broken by an occasional explosive hiss or the discordant shriek of metal on metal. I wondered how they could bear it.
Then abruptly the noise stopped and I heard the girl with the spiked hair say clearly that a key had been made, which they might acquire if they had the guts and wit for it. Then she froze, for her words had fallen loudly into the sudden silence. I wondered why they did not use their Talents to keep watch, if they feared to be overheard. Cassandra gestured impatiently for the other girl to go on. It was a secret, the other continued in a whisper. She had stumbled upon it in the mind of a Gadfian man who had been speaking with a Govamen official. He had bribed the official on behalf of someone else to make the key, but the official wanted more money. The risk was too high. If the Gadfian wanted a key that would give him access to Sentinel, then he would have to pay more, much more, and he was waiting to have an opportunity to say as much, when no one could overhear them.
‘Has the key been made yet?’ Cassy asked.
My heart began to pound for they must be speaking of Cassandra’s key. This was obviously the moment that Cassy had learned of its existence, and clearly she had got hold of it, for she had sent it to Hannah. I was desperate to hear more, but the loud rhythmic thudding had resumed and once again I could hear nothing of their words. I was about to try to enter Cassy’s mind, where I would be able to listen to the mental echo of their spoken conversation, but both girls turned as one, their expressions alarmed and guilty, and I realised someone had come upon them. Before I could see who it was, the dream ended.
I would have woken, but before I could will it, I found myself standing in the circular entrance hall at Obernewtyn, looking at the Empath guildmaster. From his dusty attire and the elated crowd about him, it was clear that Dameon had just arrived. His pale skin had the slightest tan and he looked very fit, though there were dark circles under his eyes. I approached him and his head snapped round as it had always done when I came near, and for a moment his blind eyes seemed to look directly into mine.
I was utterly surprised to see hostility in them. It was not an expression I had ever seen on the empath’s face when he looked at me. Almost from the first moment I had met him, I had regarded Dameon as a friend, and he had become very dear to me over the years. He had never let me down; never looked at me with anything but affection and kindness, save once when he had become angry with me because he thought I believed that Rushton had ceased to love me.
But the expression was replaced by one of familiar affection as the empath reached out to lay one warm hand on my shoulder, offering me the other to shake and saying that he regretted having missed my investiture.
Confused, I shook his hand – it had always been our custom to embrace – but when I glanced down I was shocked to see that the hands clasped were those of two men. I looked up again and sought out my reflection in Dameon’s eyes. It was Rushton’s.
I opened my mouth but the words came out in Rushton’s voice with a trace of highland burr, and they were his words. ‘It is good to see you, my friend, but I have some news you will like no more than I do. Elspeth has vanished.’
‘When?’ Dameon asked.
‘Before darkmoon eve,’ Rushton said. ‘There was so much going on because of the moon fair and the shire-making, and all the preparations for the Red Land expedition. I knew she had ridden out but I assumed she would return. On darkmoon eve I rode down with Brydda to Sawlney to help Dardelan trap some rats, and then I came straight back to Obernewtyn for the opening of the moon fair and the chieftain investiture. Only when she did not return for the ceremony did I truly begin to worry.’
‘I heard about the business in Sawlney from Bruna,’ Dameon said. ‘It is just as well that Jude and his treacherous band were taken, and no doubt Brocade is relieved, for all his bluster. But no one spoke of Elspeth going missing. Bruna said you told her she had gone to see Swallow in the White Valley.’
‘That is what I thought, but Swallow said that neither he nor any of his people had seen her since she rode down one morning at dawn to meet his sister at the watch hut. Elspeth initiated the meeting and it seems she was trying to find out if the Twentyfamilies had any information about the Red Land, because their ancestors had travelled there. But Swallow said Elspeth went back to Obernewtyn after they parted, and it is true, for I saw her myself after that.’ He scowled. ‘I would have searched harder, sooner, but I had … asked her something that I thought might have angered or frightened her, and I did not want her to feel pressed for an answer.’
I saw pity in Dameon’s expression. ‘I see,’ he said.
Rushton sighed. ‘You see too much for your own good, my friend. Indeed, you are the last person I ought to burden with this, but I had to tell you. And that is not the end of the bad news either. Did Dardelan tell you Angina had died?’
Dameon nodded and now his face was sad. ‘He did. What of Miky?’
‘She looked like following her brother, but she has rallied since. I think it is Darius’s doing. He was with them both when Angina died. I don’t know what he did exactly, but somehow he used Rasial and Hannay and gradually Miky improved.’
‘She is awake?’
‘Yesterday. She knew Angina was gone. Roland said she told him that she dreamed that her brother bade her goodbye and told her to live a long full life and have children enough for the both of them.’
‘I will go up to the Healing Hall directly,’ Dameon said.
‘I would come with you but I am just on my way to see Maryon, to ask if she has any idea where Elspeth has gone. The most likely thing is that she has gone looking for Dragon. You heard nothing of the girl in the west?’
‘She was there – Dell futuretold it – but no one saw her, so we must suppose she used her Talents to prevent it. Merret and Blyss have promised to find her, if she is in the west, but Dell seemed to think she came back this side of the river.’
‘Yet no one has seen her. You know what she is, of course?’
‘Merret told me and everyone at Oldhaven knows it. At first I was truly astonished, but I have become accustomed to thinking of her as the heir to the Red Land. Dardelan said she is to travel with the expedition.’
Rushton nodded. ‘She will be able to rouse her people so that they can overthrow the slavemasters, thereby averting this invasion all the futuretellers have been seeing. Once I learned who she was, I understood how four ships might free the Redlanders. But Elspeth was worried about finding her in time and no doubt she made up her mind to see if she could locate her. Now they are both missing. My hope is that they will go directly to the ships. They must travel with us, given that the future-tellers saw them together in the Red Land. With luck, Maryon will know something of their whereabouts.’
‘When do you leave?’ asked Dameon.
‘Tomorrow morning at dawn and I will ride straight through,’ Rushton said. ‘I meant to go yesterday but …’ He shrugged and I understood that he had delayed in the hope that I would return.
This caused a twist of such anguish that it severed me from the dream. As I drifted towards consciousness, I decided that the only explanation for the strange dream was that I had been sharing one of Rushton’s dream-memories. It had never happened before, but perhaps it was a side effect of the golden link between us. Yet how could anything pass along the spirit link when Rushton must already be at sea and bound for the Red Land? I had lost track of the days, but there was no doubt that the expedition had departed. It must be that both of us had been touching on the dreamtrails. Certainly I had communicated with Matthew over a far greater distance than I could have farsought or sent a probe, because we had met in spirit form on the dreamtrails. The fact that I had experienced a past-dream of Cassy meant that I had drifted very close to the mindstream as I slept, and it was possible I had taken on an unconscious spirit-form and had drifted to the dreamtrails. But Rushton had never possessed the ability to dreamtravel. The only way he could have managed it was to have been rendered deeply unconscious. The thought that he might have been hurt was so alarming that it brought me awake. As always it was hard to hold onto what I had dreamed and thought in the moments after waking, unless I concentrated hard. But instead, I wondered if something else had awakened me. Even as I opened my eyes I had my answer in the ululating howl of a wolf. It sounded a good deal closer than before, and as I sat up, I felt a flash of anxiety for Gahltha.
‘The gehdra love the taste of equine meat and the scent of it would drive them mad with greed,’ Maruman sent, perhaps in belated explanation.
‘They like feline meat almost as well,’ Darga observed in a neutral tone.
There had been no malice in the dog’s tone but the cat showed sharp teeth to him. ‘No wolf will ever eat Marumanyelloweyes, canine,’ he spat.
‘How do they feel about human meat?’ I asked, meaning it for a black joke.
‘They do not eat it,’ Maruman answered, to my surprise. ‘They believe it to be full of corruption.’
‘I think we ought to get out of this crevice,’ I said firmly. ‘The Agyllian fliers can’t possibly land here.’
‘No fliers will come,’ sent Darga.
‘But Maruman said we were waiting for them,’ I protested.
‘Marumanyelloweyes said wait, yes, but not for birds,’ said the dog. ‘We wait for gehdra.’
I gaped at him. ‘What are you talking about? Why would we be waiting for wolves?’ Maruman flattened his ears and made no answer but I glared at him. ‘Tell me why we are here.’
‘You must make the Brildane hear you, ElspethInnle,’ Maruman said.
‘Hear me,’ I echoed carefully.
‘You must convince them to go with us,’ Darga said. ‘Without them your quest will fail. So said the oldOnes to Marumanyelloweyes.’
I stared at the dog in disbelief. ‘You knew this? Why didn’t you tell me?’
‘It was not given the dog to tell,’ Maruman sent loftily. ‘He was only to lead you past the poisoned places and ask the gehdra to hear you. Nothing else.’
‘I could beastspeak them myself,’ I said.
‘No,’ said Darga. ‘The ithlinn have the power to close their minds to all but their own kind.’
‘Very well. I am to ask them to go with me? Why? And why ever would they agree if they hate humans so much?’
Darga looked at Maruman. ‘Tell Innle what you were bidden to tell, Marumanyelloweyes,’ he sent.
I thought Maruman would attack the dog, but instead he looked at me sullenly and sent, ‘The oldOnes could bend many beasts to do their will, but not the gehdra. Yet they/the oldOnes saw that it is within your power to convince them to go with you, if they will hear you. That is why the canine is needed. They cannot close their minds to him because he is their brethren, though they will despise him as a tamed servant of the funaga-li. He will ask in the name of the oldOnes that they hear what you will say, ElspethInnle, but you must find the words that will convince them to go with you.’
‘You have not told me why we need them,’ I said.
Instead of answering me Maruman turned away to look across the shining pool to the other side of the clearing. I heard a twig snap.
‘They are here,’ Darga told me calmly and he rose and moved towards the pool.
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One moment we were alone and the next a pack of more than twenty enormous wolves with pale blazing eyes emerged from the bushes like smoky wraiths, their thick coats in all shades from dark grey to pure white.
They ranged themselves about the edges of the shining pool and stood utterly still, only their eyes moving from Darga, who seemed small as a puppy by comparison, though he was a big strong dog, to Maruman, who looked no more than a scrap of fur, and finally to me, standing slightly behind them. I wanted to step forward but my legs would not obey me. It was not fear that held me immobile but some power emanating from the wolves.
An immense, muscular male the no-colour of ice appeared to be the pack leader. He was looking at Darga and I sensed that he was communicating with the dog, though I could hear nothing he said.
‘Greetings, pack leader,’ I heard Darga beastspeak in a very formal respectful tone. ‘The oldOnes bade me bring this funaga to you and ask that you hear her request.’ There was a silence, then he sent, as if in answer to a question, ‘I am not the slave or the servant of the funaga. She is my companion, as is the feline. We, serve the oldOnes. I ask again that you will open your mind to the funaga.’
The big wolf responded with a low rumbling growl and it was a truly terrifying sound.
‘That is so, but before that, she instructed me to bring the funaga here,’ Darga said. This was met by another rumbling response from the ice-hued pack leader.
‘I do not fear death, for the beastheart will welcome me, but if you kill the funaga you kill the hope of all beasts, for this is that Innle who is to lead beasts to freedom,’ Darga sent calmly. The wolf shifted his silvery gaze from Darga to me, and then to Maruman, who uttered a soft but unmistakably challenging yowl.
‘It would not be wise for you to eat the feline for he is the protector of Innle, appointed by the oldOnes,’ Darga sent quickly as the wolf took a step towards Maruman. ‘Also he is old and likely his meat would be very tough and bitter.’
Darga did not move and I realised with dismay that he, too, had been rendered helpless by the wolves. The pack leader came to Maruman, who looked very small and fragile beside the enormous wolf with the cold eyes. His lips curled back from his sharp, white teeth and I realised with horror that he was on the verge of attacking the old cat. Unable to reach the wolf’s mind to coerce him, I envisaged the spirit sword, and drew on the dark force at my core. I directed its eldritch potency into the slight ability I had to coerce small things, and used it to scoop a handful of scalding water from the pool and hurl it into the wolf’s face.
He gave a shocked yowl of pain and reeled back, shaking his head. When he turned his blazing eyes on me, I saw that there was now a murderous red light in their depths. He padded past Maruman to confront me, and bared his fangs. He was so close that I could smell the rank stench of meat on his breath.
‘This one will kill tha, dinrai,’ the wolf sent the words scything into my mind.
I was stunned by the sheer force of his sending, but also by the pain of his intrusion. Yet I sensed that the wolf was not trying to hurt me. There was something about the way our minds fitted together that was imperfect. It was like putting on a shoe made for a very different foot. I was too exhausted to defend myself coercively even though the wolf’s mind was now open to me. All I had were words. Summoning my courage, I sent, ‘Kill me, and your she-wolves and your cubs and every one of your pack will die.’
The wolf laid back his ears as if he, too, felt the discomfort of our difference. ‘Dost tha dare to threaten this one, dinrai?’ he asked, and now there was a cold and deadly amusement in his voice. ‘Will tha pack come to avenge tha?’
‘No one will come to revenge me for there will be no funaga left to do so if I fail in the quest laid on me by the oldOnes,’ I sent as coldly as he. ‘Nor will there be any of the Brildane to seek revenge. There will be no hot green valley in the mountains and no shining water. There will be nothing in all the world but wind and stone and lifeless water.’
‘The oldOnes did speak to this one long ago of Innle who will free beasts from the funaga-li,’ sneered the wolf. ‘Now tha comes but tha speaks of the doom of a world. Mayhap tha be a different Innle.’
‘There is but one Innle of beastlegend and if you say I am not that one, then you are blind,’ I sent sharply, knowing that beasts could tell that I was the Seeker. It had something to do with the way they could see a spirit with their waking eyes. There must be something in mine that identified me.
After a long silence, the wolf finally asked, ‘Why dost tha come here, dinrai?’
‘I came to ask the Brildane to accompany me on my quest,’ I said, wishing Darga or Maruman had seen fit to tell me why the wolves were needed.
‘Aye, the Brildane will go with tha if tha quest is to find tha longsleep, dinrai-li,’ a new voice snarled into my mind. I would have winced if I could have moved, for though this mindvoice was less powerful than the mind of the pack leader, it seethed with a complex brew of loathing and madness that made my head spin. Yet strangely, the new mind fitted more comfortably against mine, as if it had communicated before with humans. The speaker was a lean, old wolf with dark grey fur gone to white at the muzzle. He had crept forward from the rest, teeth bared and red tongue lolling and I felt his intention to kill me even as his muscles bunched, and my mind went glassy with terror.
But the pack leader turned his head and gave a sharp snapping bark. The old wolf recoiled, his eyes slitted with rage, and as he slunk back, I noticed that he had lost one ear and that the fur on that side of his head was white.
The leader turned his attention back to me. ‘Speakswift dinrai, for Gobor One Ear will not long be held off. He did be savaged by tha brother and he is not alone in his slaver for vengeance.’
Bewildered, I sent, ‘My brother is long dead, and never did he come to the mountains, let alone do harm to any beast.’
The leader gave a howl that was a hot braiding of fury and humour, and several others joined him. The old wolf had slunk forward again, his eyes blazing red with hatred. I was losing them and I did not know why.
The pack leader sent, ‘Tha brother art dinrai – a maggot-minded funaga-li that can touch the minds of beasts. That one did lure a pack of Brildane cubs an’ cage them. Then he did reach into their minds to eat their pain, while he cut and maimed and rended! Gobor One Ear an’ Descantra alone did escape to return to the mountains. Their brothers did perish.’
Dinrai, I thought. I had assumed it was an insult, but it seemed the wolves used it to mean humans who could beastspeak; not just beastspeakers, but humans who used coercion on beasts as I had done to stop the pack leader attacking Maruman. That was why he named the wolf killer my brother. Yet he had spoken of a human who lured cubs from the pack and put them in cages; who tortured them and enjoyed their pain.
A cold shiver went through me at the knowledge that he could only mean Ariel. I allowed a picture of him to form in my thoughts, knowing that the pack leader would see it because his mind was meshed with mine. But to my astonishment all of the wolves reacted instantly, snarling and growling at me. An older female lifted her head and gave a long mournful howl, and the old wolf that had threatened me sprang. He would have torn out my throat if his leader had not leapt, too, intercepting him and bringing him heavily to the ground. They struggled briefly and viciously, then the old wolf was on his back, the white pack leader’s teeth sunk into the ruff of fur at his grizzled throat.
‘Yield tha, Gobor One Ear,’ the leader sent with ferocious authority.
‘Dost tha defend this maggot mind, Rheagor?’ Gobor hissed. I heard him, though he addressed his leader and not me, and realised that the wolves’ minds were not merely open to one another, but linked, so that in speaking to one wolf, one spoke to the pack.
‘Nah nah, Gobor,’ the pack leader growled now. ‘This one do defend a leader’s right to firstblood. Yield tha or do be marked and driven out.’
‘Then cease tha blather and give yon dinrai to the longsleep, for the words of such a one are purest treachery,’ the old wolf panted.
‘This one be not lured by any dinrai, Gobor One Ear,’ the pack leader said haughtily. ‘Now yield tha and remember tha place hereafter or be driven out and pack-less.’ Another long, tense moment ended when abruptly Gobor went limp. The leader released him immediately and turned back to me.
‘I showed you the Destroyer who once dwelt where I now live,’ I said swiftly, using the beast form H’rayka which Maruman had told me meant one-who-brings-destruction. ‘That one is not brother to me but enemy and prey. My pack drove him out and though he went far from this valley across the great sea, one day I will vanquish him. But first I must complete my quest.’
‘Tha mind is as the mind of tha H’rayka,’ the pack leader accused. ‘That one is brethren to tha.’
‘That one is my enemy,’ I repeated grimly, and I summoned up a memory of lying on the Zebkrahn machine, Ariel gloating as he tortured me. Again I sensed all of the wolves reacting uneasily, and then the silvery female who had howled before gave a low, terrifying snarl. I forced myself to hold the leader’s gaze as I said, ‘The H’rayka tried to kill my mate. He hates me and he would kill me.’
‘Tha do speak true in this much,’ sent the wolf authoritatively. ‘Even so, the Brildane care not for any funaga-li. Let the dinrai tear at one another’s hearts. This one cares not for any freedom that do be given by a funaga.’
‘I am not talking about freedom but about death,’ I sent. ‘If I cannot do what the oldOnes have bidden me to do, there will only be death for the funaga and for the Brildane and for all beasts. There will be nothing left in all the world.’
‘Let us serve this one with death,’ snarled the old female whose howl had caused Gobor One Ear to attack. The pack leader turned to her and immediately she cringed and offered her throat in submission.
‘Nah nah, Descantra,’ the pack leader growled, after he had sniffed her muzzle as if to get the scent of her words. It seemed to me there was tenderness towards her in his mindvoice, yet she could not be his mate for he was in his prime and she was clearly long past bearing cubs.
‘Rheagor, this one do claim the right of blood for blood,’ the she-wolf said. ‘No matter what this she-dinrai says, she be brethren to the one that did kill this one’s brothers.’
‘It is tha right to request blood for blood an’ this she-dinrai is brethren to the dinrai tha do justly hate, Descantra, yet would tha have blood if truly it is that this one’s death would bring an end to all things?’
‘Gobor speaks true when he warns tha not to heed the luring, lying tongue of a dinrai. This one believes not that the she-dinrai seeks the help of the Brildane, but even if all the words said by that one are true, better for us all to die than for us to let a dinrai live.’
‘Tha do speak who have no cubs,’ Rheagor sent in mild reproof.
‘That be the doing of the dinrai,’ she snarled, drawing herself up. ‘This one do ask what is this one’s right, Rheagor, pack leader of the Brildane. Will tha say nah nah for the sake of a dinrai?’
‘For the sake of the Brildane, this one will go seliga,’ he said with deep solemnity.
I was startled to hear him use a beast symbol I had only ever heard used to describe Maruman’s fey mental wanderings. Behind, it meant, but also under and back and even between. Given what the wolf leader now said, perhaps it simply meant he would enter a trance that would enable him to spirit-travel while he was awake.
‘Journey tha seliga and this time tha may find tha doom, pack leader,’ Descantra said coldly, and she turned away and stalked into the trees. As if her departure was a signal, the rest of the pack melted into the trees, too. Only the pack leader remained.
‘There be much anger and sorrow in the pack for tha kind, an’ Descantra do rightly claim blood, but maybe tha do speak true and so this one must journey seliga to see if tha words have merit. Go tha to the Skylake an’ wait. This one will come to tha there. But if tha has spoken luring lies, the pack will want blood and this one will lead them to the kill.’
A red flame flickered in the wolf’s eyes for a moment, and then he padded away.
Maruman led us from the other end of the fissure into a canyon that ran north-west. The air felt bitterly cold after the hot dampness of the spring-fed forest in the crevice, and the mountains rearing up on all sides seemed darker and more barren than ever. There was no sign of a lake, but Maruman said we would reach the valley where it lay before the day ended. Darga said nothing and it struck me that he had not spoken since the encounter with the wolves. Perhaps it had shattered him to find how much contempt the wolves had for dogs, or maybe he had simply been afraid. The sun rose and the sky lightened but neither its light nor its warmth reached into the canyon, so it was a cold walk made all the colder by the memory of the previous night. But there were patches of blue sky between great banks of grey cloud overhead and the brisk chill wind might rout them yet.
My coat was buttoned and as well as wearing gloves and my woollen cap, I had raised my hood to encompass Maruman who was draped around my neck and over one shoulder. For once he was gazing forward instead of sleeping and it struck me that the encounter with the Brildane had shaken the old cat, too. He had told me that it was the wolf musk that had paralysed us, but for all he claimed not to have been intimidated, it must have terrified him to have the wolf looming over him, when he could not run or lift a claw to defend himself.
‘You sent Gahltha to wait at the lake because Atthis told you that the wolves would send us there to await their decision,’ I said, careful not to couch my words as a question.
‘The oldOnes told Marumanyelloweyes that if ElspethInnle could convince the wolves to hear her, we would come to the Skylake,’ Maruman sent.
‘The irony of it is that I think Rheagor would have refused to hear me if that old wolf had not beastspoken me when he tried to attack.’ I heaved a sigh. ‘I will be glad when we finally get to the ken and Atthis tells me why we need them.’
‘We will not go there,’ Maruman sent.
I turned my head to look at the old cat. ‘I know we have to go to the lake first,’ I said.
‘No,’ Maruman said. ‘We will not go to the ken.’
I stopped, baffled by his words. ‘Atthis …’ I began.
‘Is dead,’ Maruman concluded, his tone flat and sorrowful. ‘She died the night she sent Darga and me from the ken to the barud-ha.’ He wriggled from the hood and sprang to the ground, no doubt discomforted by the emotions his words had roused in me.
‘That can’t be.’ I sent. ‘I was supposed to talk to her before I set off on the final part of my quest. She promised she would answer my questions! She would have seen if she was to die!’
‘She saw it,’ Maruman said, sitting down and curling his tail composedly around himself. ‘She said that was the price you had agreed to pay, to save your mate. She said it was too soon to call you to her for there were things you had yet to do. That is why Marumanyelloweyes was summoned to the ken. The oldOne showed and told me many things. Go to Innle and say this and that. Lead Innle to the mountains this way and go that way. Bring her to the wolves’ barud, and thence to Skylake.’
My mind raced. The last memory I had of Atthis was of calling to her to help me from within the depths of Rushton’s mind. He had been striving to die, stricken by what had been done to him and what he had almost done to me. Atthis had warned me not to let Rushton drag me with him into the mindstream, for he had been too heavy for me to resist. I had refused to let him go, begging her to help me hold him. She had done so, warning me that a price would have to be paid for her intervention. ‘I will pay it,’ I had sworn, desperately heedless.
‘You will not be the one to pay …’ she had answered.
I had been too frantic to wonder at the time what her words meant. But now I thought I understood. Helping me must have burned up Atthis’s reserves and so, instead of living long enough to be able to tell me what I needed to know to complete my quest as she had sworn to do, she had been forced to tell Maruman instead. Once she might have communicated directly with his mind, but maybe her frailty had made that impossible, and so she had summoned him to the ken.
‘You said you didn’t know anything about Cassandra’s key,’ I said, trying to speak calmly.
‘Marumanyelloweyes knows much of this thing from ElspethInnle’s mind, but the oldOne did not speak of it,’ he told me.
‘But how am I to find it, then? And what of Sentinel? Did Atthis say it was in the Red Land and if it is, how I am to get there if I am not to go back to the Land?’ I realised I was shouting the words as well as beastspeaking them, and struggled again to calm myself.
‘The oldOne said that you will learn what you need to know from those who come to meet you in the valley of the Skylake.’
‘The wolves are to meet us there,’ I murmured, wondering if going seliga would enable the pack leader to learn what I needed to know. But why had not Atthis simply told Maruman everything?
Then it struck me with renewed force that Atthis was dead. I saw in my mind’s eye the dusty red feathers and blind eyes of the ancient bird that had guided me in my quest since the beginning, and understood that her death was more than the death of a single creature. It was the severing of a link running back to the Beforetime, for Atthis had carried within her mind the memories of all of the Elders of the Agyllians before her right back to the flamebirds of the Beforetime. It was a flamebird that had sent Cassy Duprey in search of Hannah Seraphim and Obernewtyn in the first place and my past-dreams had shown me that the flamebird that had beastspoken Cassy had been the last one living, aside from the pair that had been transported to Eden after Doktaruth had put them into sleep pods, or so they had believed. But the great flock of Agyllians I had seen wheeling about the ken could not possibly have come from a single bird. The flamebird whose mind had been altered by experimentation in the Govamen compound in Old Scotia had to have been released before the Great White or it had escaped and had found wild flamebirds, despite the fact that humans had believed them extinct. The altered bird must have mated with the wild birds, passing on its abilities and the changes in its mind to their offspring. So had the flamebirds evolved into the Agyllians.
I wanted to ask Maruman why he had not told me at once that Atthis had died, but I did not. Probably he had feared I would refuse to go with him or fall apart with grief. I was grieved but I was also frightened at the thought of having to face the remainder of my quest without the ancient bird’s guidance, but who was to blame for what had happened? Atthis had warned me that there would be a price to pay for saving Rushton, and I had agreed to pay it. I would pay it again, I knew, even knowing what would come.
I bent down and lifted Maruman into my arms. ‘The OldOne would not have let things come out like this if she had not foreseen that it was still possible for me to complete my quest,’ I told him gently. The old cat stretched up and butted at my chin before clawing his way back onto my shoulder.
Despite my hopes, the clouds soon closed over again and it had just begun to rain as we came up a slight slope and found it ended abruptly at the eastern edge of a vast, deep cirque with smooth high stone walls curving up to jagged edges. Cupped at the base and centre of the crater was an unnaturally perfect round lake that reflected the sky with such fidelity that it made me feel dizzy to look down into it.
‘The valley of the Skylake,’ I murmured, wondering how we would get down into it.
I pushed back my hood, to Maruman’s disgust, and ran my eyes around the outer rim, ignoring the rain wetting my cheeks. There was no way to climb down the smooth, steep concave walls, and no possibility of using a rope. The valley was bare, save for a dark swathe of greenery growing around the southern end of the lake and running up against a deep fold in the wall at that end of the crater. It might be a gorge, given that the two mountains rising up behind it met at that point. I could see no other means of getting into the valley.
I glanced at Maruman and then at Darga to see what they made of my idea, but neither commented or offered any suggestion, perhaps because there was only one obvious course. We would have to make our way around the rim of the crater, and it frustrated me to know that we would be literally heading back the way we had come.
I scanned the base of the cirque again, but there was no sign of Gahltha. Doubtless he was grazing under the trees. I tried to seek him out, but the result was a flabby probe too weak and unfocused to send anywhere. It was a reminder, timely maybe, that using the spirit-force always took its toll. From past experience, it would be at least a twoday before I would be able to use my senses effectively again, though if I could sleep, my healing abilities would effect their repairs more quickly. I let the probe dissolve, consoling myself with the fact that the buzz at the edge of my senses meant there was tainted ground nearby, which would undoubtedly have blocked any probe I had managed to send out anyway.
Darga sent gravely that he could scent tainted ground, too, but that it was not close by.
‘Maybe down there,’ I wondered, noting again how barren the ground was, save at the southern end, and reflecting on the unnatural symmetry of a perfectly circular pool of water forming in the centre of an immense, perfectly round hollow, with only that one area of fertile growth. Then I looked up at the sky, which had been darkening even since we had reached the edge of the valley. Returning my gaze to the valley I noticed that the Skylake had dimmed to grey, too. The valley and the silver-grey lake resembled a great staring eye and I was not sorry when, soon after I had set off around the rim, we found ourselves walking in a furrow which deepened until I could no longer see into the crater.
Rain continued to fall steadily for a good hour and then stopped. By this time, the defile had sloped further and I reckoned we were halfway down to the base of the valley. We had to clamber over two long sections of fallen stone, then the defile widened into a narrow canyon where we could again walk side by side. Glancing up I saw that the clouds had cleared after all, but it was evident to me that, even with no further delays, it would be well after dusk before we reached the southern end of the valley. So when the sun rose high enough to cast its light directly down into the canyon, I suggested a halt.
Only after I spoke did it occur to me that I had taken the lead and I half expected my companions to argue, but Darga merely acquiesced and Maruman said nothing. The dreamy vagueness in the old cat’s eye worried me and I prayed that the encounter with the wolves had not set off one of his fey fits. The last thing I needed was for him to go seliga along with the pack leader of the wolves.
I sat down and lay back against the wall of the runnel, using my hood to pillow my head. The slight warmth of the sun on my face was very pleasant, as was the heat Darga gave off when he lay down alongside me. Then Maruman climbed into my lap and curled to sleep and a feeling of simplicity and contentment overswept me, despite the fact that our supplies were with Gahltha, we had no blanket, no food nor any means of making a fire. In truth we had been fortunate that it had rained, for we had been able to drink rainwater that had pooled in depressions in the rocks, and refill the single gourd I carried. I doubted we would find any water until we got into the cirque and I could only hope the lake water was drinkable. It was hard to believe I had been so careless as to forget to take my pack when Maruman had dismissed Gahltha before we entered the wolves’ territory. That I had done so seemed to tell me something important about myself, for on past expeditions I had always been meticulous about such things.
Once we got into the valley, I resolved to use the time we spent waiting for the wolves to gather some fodder for Gahltha and to amass another small supply of wood. It would not last long and it would make riding on Gahltha’s back awkward, but on expeditions I had always made a point of taking what the trail offered, no matter how meagre. I would also bathe and wash my hair if the lake was clean, and light a fire to cook a proper meal. I might even manage to get my coat and boots completely dry, whereupon I could apply some more of the waterproofing oil.
I was beginning to feel sleepy, so I stretched out, glad it was not freezing cold. Maruman curled up on my belly without waking, sinking in his claws a little. The slight discomfort made me feel tender towards him. Overhead, the sky was now clear save for a few unravelling grey skeins of cloud, and I marvelled at the incongruity of thinking about clouds and the prick of Maruman’s claws when I was engaged in a quest to find an ancient Beforetime machine that had the capacity to end all life in the world. But how could anyone think about such a task constantly without being crushed by the weight of it?
Maruman heaved a sigh and I lifted my head for a moment to look at him. He ought not to have been very tired since he had ridden the whole day on my shoulders, but ever since telling me the truth about Atthis, he had been calm and amenable. Instead of being relieved, I found his serenity unnerving and even unnatural. Almost, I could wish that he would wake up and snarl at me to stop gnawing. Laughing at my own contrariness, I stroked his head tenderly and a brief dim image floated from his mind into mine of my windowsill at Obernewtyn, bathed in sunlight.
I was struck by how little he weighed and how many scars he bore, for all the new shine to his coat and the youthful spring in his step. For no matter what the Agyllians had done to him, age was not a thing that could be healed. I thought of the terror that had burned through me when Rheagor had been about to attack him, and of the way I had used the spirit sword to strengthen the part of my mind and Talent that I needed to hurl boiling water into the wolf’s face. I had never used that power in such a way before.
It was fear that had enabled it, and I realised that it had been fear that had made me use my Talent in the first place. I had been very small, perhaps five, playing a thrilling game of hunt with my brother. I had crept into my mother’s cupboard, which had a lock, pretending to be a fox. I had always pretended to be a beast when I played this game, though I had not then known I could communicate with them. I had been unable to lock the door from the inside, of course, but when I heard stealthy movements in the room outside approaching my hiding place, a hot surge of terror filled me and instinctively I pushed it into the wish that the door would be locked. Then I had heard the soft turning of the mechanism inside the simple lock.
Jes had been beaten, I remembered, when my furious mother had found me an hour later locked in the cupboard and weeping hysterically, for she thought he had shut me in as a nasty jape. I had been too distraught by then to defend him, even if I had known what words to use. I had not clearly understood that I had locked myself in until much later.
Poor Jes, I thought, with the same soft echo of sadness that always smote me whenever I thought of my brother. He had loathed and feared my Talents, and he had been instrumental in the events that had led to my being charged Misfit and sent to Obernewtyn. Yet we had parted with love. It had been a terrible irony to learn that, after my departure, Jes had discovered that he too possessed Misfit Talents. It was those Talents and his discovery of them that had brought him to his untimely end.
My thoughts drifted back to the spirit-force. It would be interesting to experiment and see if it could be used to enhance or strengthen my other Talents. But I had to remember that using the spirit-force would deplete me. If I had needed my Talents that day, I would have been hard-pressed to muster them. Even the attempt to farseek Gahltha had made my head ache. At least I must not do anything to weaken myself before Rheagor came.
There was no question in my mind that the pack leader would come to the valley of the Skylake, and Maruman seemed convinced that the wolf would accede to my request, though I did not know why I needed wolves on my quest. I had to assume it had something to do with finding Cassandra’s key, since Atthis had told Maruman I would learn what I needed when the wolves came to the valley of the Skylake to meet me. Maybe Rheagor would see the way to the key when he was seliga. But there must be more to it than simply learning the whereabouts of Cassandra’s key, else the wolf could simply tell me where it was, and Atthis had told Maruman the wolves had to go with me, lest my quest fail.
I thought of the tale I had been told of Gobor and Descantra being captured by Ariel and then of their escape. Had they escaped, or was it possible that they were among the wolves freed by Sharna’s mother? It would be an incredible coincidence that I should have come to their pack for help, especially when Sharna had been slain by the half-mad wolves that had resulted from Ariel’s breeding experiments and cruel training methods, or maybe no coincidence at all.
Knowing what Ariel did to the poor beasts that had been at his mercy, I could not blame Descantra or Gobor for their hatred of humans like him. But Gobor was truly mad. I wondered if his pack leader understood that. It was possible he did, for beasts saw madness differently from humans. Once Sharna had told me they saw it not as a flaw but as a unique and different way of seeing the world, which had its own value. Certainly Maruman’s mad, fey phases had garnered important information, and often as not he spoke truths and omens when his madness was upon him.
I had closed my eyes but now I opened them to see a half moon had risen high enough to spill its silvery light down into the defile. The sky was clear and there was a dusting of stars visible. It was cold, but less cold than I had feared it would be. A bird fleeted over the waxing face of the moon, reminding me of something I had wanted to ask Maruman. I sensed he was drowsing rather than asleep, though his eyes were closed.
‘Who will rule the Agyllians now that Atthis is dead?’ I asked him, knowing that he was less like to be furious at being questioned when he was sleepy.
‘A new Elder,’ Maruman said, drowsily. ‘The Agyllians seek her now.’
This startled me and yet of course the eldar must have a new Elder. I ought to have realised it at once.
‘They seek one in their midst capable of finding and absorbing the oldOnes,’ Maruman continued.
I was baffled. The old cat seemed to be referring to the collective memories of the previous Elder, which Atthis had carried in her mind. But how could they exist outside of Atthis? Would not they have been drawn into the mindstream at the moment of her death? Or was the task of an Elder to go to the mindstream and draw those racial memories into her own mind?
I had never before wondered about the mechanism by which Atthis had taken the minds of the past Elder from her predecessor, assuming that a dying Elder would pass on the oldOnes’ minds directly to the new Elder by some means at the moment of her passing. But Maruman had said the Agyllians were seeking a new Elder, and Atthis was already dead.
Perhaps I had been wrong to think of the oldOnes as memories absorbed from the dying Elder by her successor. I had sometimes heard their voices when Atthis had spoken to me, and that had made me wonder if the oldOnes were not merely the memories of the previous Elder, but some part of their spirits. I thought of what Bruna had said about Straaka’s spirit haunting the living. I had dismissed it because I had felt a spirit would not be able to resist being absorbed by the mindstream without flesh to anchor it to life, but perhaps a spirit could linger after the death of its flesh.
Despite the complexity of my thoughts, or maybe because of it, I felt my eyes growing heavy. I closed them again and drifted into a half-waking dream of looking down on the valley of the Skylake from above as if I were a bird flying over it, or a spirit-form with waking eyes. But instead of a lake, there was a flat pale-grey stone oval alongside a cluster of low, square grey buildings with shining windows that showed only a reflection of the world outside, rather than what lay within. I heard a distant roar that caused the earth to tremble and I looked up to see something long and narrow and immense flying high overhead; a giant dart of metal with a tail of flame. Then there was another sound from below and I looked down to see that the flat grey oval had split through the centre along a perfect seam and each side was drawing back into the earth to reveal the dark, gaping crater beneath it.
Deep down in the shadows I saw something glimmer and then there was a humming sound and several enormous metal darts like the one that had flown overhead rose slowly out of the darkness and into the sunlight. There was a long, high-pitched whine and then an earsplitting explosion of noise and all of the metal darts shot into the air.
Missiles, I thought, remembering the name the teknoguilder Pavo had used for the deadly flying weapons of the Beforetimers; the kind that could be directed in their course and in their destination by their human controller. Was I seeing the past or a glimpse of a future in which the weapons controlled by the Balance of Terror computer were evoked? Either way it would mean that the weapons were not in one single location, as I had always supposed. If that were so, perhaps that was why my quest had always focused on Sentinel and the need to prevent it from activating the Balance of Terror computers, which controlled the mechanism that would trigger the weapons. In truth I had never understood why Sentinel was not in direct control of the weaponmachines, but it would make a good deal more sense if the Balance of Terror weapons were in a whole lot of different locations. Certainly I had come to understand that there was a distance between the two computers, but I had assumed that all of the weapons must be in the same place as the BOT computers.
I was wide awake now, and the horror I had felt at seeing the weapons fly up from the valley faded as I realised that my vision had not shown a lake, therefore what I had seen must have been a vision of the past. The lake would have formed after rain had filled the hole from which the missiles had flown. And of course the missiles I had seen might not be connected to the Great White, given that there had been many different caches of weapons held by the five powers and even by private Beforetimers, and frequent accidents in which they had been used. And yet, the idea that the Balance of Terror arsenal might not be located in one place resonated with me too strongly to be dismissed. I had only to think of the vast, strange complex that I had seen beneath Ariel’s demesnes on Norseland, which had once been a storage place for some immense unknown weaponmachine, to believe that the deadly weaponmachines linked to the Balance of Terror computer could be scattered all over the world. At the very least it would make them harder to find or sabotage.
Maruman and Darga were both deeply asleep now and snoring on either side of me, but when I rose, the old cat roused and snarled irritably. I was relieved, though I was careful to shield the thought from him.
It was not yet dawn when we set off again, nor had the sun risen when we reached a great tumble of stones at the end of the defile. Beyond it lay the tree-filled gorge I had envisaged. We still could not see into the valley as we entered the gorge, because there were too many trees, not to mention a light morning mist.
Despite thirst and hunger and my eagerness to be reunited with Gahltha, I did not hurry, for the trees in the gorge were very old and very beautiful. I found myself wondering how many such hidden green pockets of fertility there were in a mountain range I had always accepted as being almost entirely lifeless. Was it only coincidence that the hidden crevice where the wolves dwelt, this valley, and the ravine I had come through when I had first entered the mountains, had a supply of clean water? And water was not all they had in common. I thought of the taint-devouring insects that had dwelt in the ravine and in the scalding spring water in the wolf vale, and found myself imagining a vast river running through subterranean caverns under the eastern side of the mountains, full of the taint-devouring creatures. What if they had been adapting and moving through the mountains cleansing them? It might truly be so, for was not that exactly why Jak was trying to introduce them to the desert?
Suddenly I saw the Skylake ahead through the trees and the sight of it drove all other thoughts from my mind. It did not look so perfectly round from ground level, and I might have dismissed the notion that it was unnatural, save for my dream. Yet it was a pretty sight seen through the trees, with skeins of morning mist hung above it like gauzy veils, perfectly reflected in the mirror-still surface. Somewhere out of sight the sun had risen and the sky was a clear deep blue, reflected in the lake and framed by an inverted ring of sun-touched peaks, but in the shadows at the edge of the lake cast by trees overhanging it, the lake water was black.
The hoot of an owl close by startled me. I looked around but could see no sign of it. Doubtless it was the same owl I had seen the night before flying across the moon, and now it was settling to sleep before the sun sent its rays down into the valley. Seeing Maruman’s ears prick and his eye shine, I hoped the bird had built its nest in some inaccessible place.
I had not gone two more steps before I saw a paw print on the ground ahead of me.
I froze, wondering if the wolves were already here, waiting. Maybe they had some more direct route from their deep secret crevice to the Skylake. My heart lurched in fright at the thought of the wolves finding Gahltha alone in the valley, but Darga sent calmly, ‘There are no wolves here.’
I heaved a sigh of relief, deciding the paw print must be an old one. Since Rheagor had chosen this as our meeting place, it must be familiar to him. Indeed, he was a mountain wolf and doubtless knew all such green and fertile places. Thinking of Gahltha made me want to farseek him, but my head still ached slightly from drawing on the spirit-force in the depths of my mind the previous day, and I knew he would come galloping to me as soon as he scented me.
The fright I had given myself had made me feel slightly sick and I realised I was cold, too, despite my exertions. Doubtless it was hunger making me feel cold, and I decided I would have a fire after all. The wolves would have to tolerate my flame if they came. With this in mind I began to gather dried twigs and branches as I went, and mindful of my decision to forage while I could, I kept a watchful eye out for herbs, nuts and berries. The thought of cooking myself a hot meal was so enticing that I actually imagined I could smell mushrooms frying in butter and even the pungent scent of a wood fire.
When I came through the last trees and saw the whole of the Skylake spread out before me, I stood mesmerised by its beauty, somehow all the more potent because of what it had once been. It took me some time to notice a pale pebble beach jutting out into the water further around, which I had not noticed from above. I was startled to see a grey horse standing on it half hidden by the drifting scarves of mist, dipping its head to drink. Then something bright caught my eye on the shore just beyond the pebble beach and I was utterly astounded to see the orange flicker of a campfire.
As I stood there gaping in disbelief, a man came striding out of the trees to the fire with an armful of wood. He turned to call something over his shoulder and a smaller man emerged. The two spoke and then the larger knelt to poke at the fire while the smaller went out to meet the horse, who was now coming towards them.
I had no idea what to make of what I was seeing, for I had never in my wildest imaginings thought to find any people in the high mountains. Whoever they were, I would need to coerce them to get them out of the valley before the wolves arrived.
The man squatting beside the fire threw on a piece of what must have been pitchwood, for it gave off a sudden fierce flame, and by its light I saw the lean, handsome face of the leader of the Twentyfamilies, Swallow.
I drew in a shuddering breath and began to make my way around the lake towards him, noticing now that his companion was not a man but a woman with pale, short-cropped hair. Neither of them had seen me yet, but the horse walking back with the woman scented me and lifted its head to neigh. I knew him. It was Sendari, whom Swallow had ridden the first time I had seen him.
The woman was looking about her now in a way that suggested that Sendari had communicated his awareness of me to her, and I saw Swallow rise slowly. At that moment another man emerged from the trees further around the lake, his hand resting between the ears of a pony.
Dameon and Faraf, and Gahltha was walking with them. I saw his ears prick as he scented me and then he broke into a trot, neighing his own greeting.
‘It is good to see you,’ he beastspoke me, and I was glad of his mental strength and the closeness between us that made it possible for him to communicate with me. I turned my gaze back to Swallow, who was striding towards me, his teeth very white in a wide smile.
‘Greetings Elspeth! We have been waiting for you!’ he said.
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‘I am glad to see you got here safely,’ Swallow said. He nodded to Gahltha, who was nuzzling my shoulder, now that Maruman had leapt down from it in disgust at having to endure our emotions. Swallow took my arm through his and led me towards the fire. ‘Your pack and the other things Gahltha carried are by the camp. You know Analivia?’ He gestured to the yellow-haired woman waiting by the fire.
I nodded, too astonished for speech.
‘And Dameon, of course.’ Swallow pointed to the empath. ‘Gavyn is here too, but he is off foraging with Rasial. Despite his lack of sparkling conversation, the lad has proven adept at it, which is fortunate since these mountains offer little bounty.’
‘Gavyn and Rasial are here, too?’ I asked. I was beginning to feel numb.
‘Them and that mad owl that sits and sleeps on the boy’s shoulder when it is day,’ Swallow continued, ‘though it seems to like this place well enough for it has not bothered to use the lad as a perch since they arrived.’
‘It is good to see you again, Guildmistress,’ Analivia said as we reached the fire.
I looked from her to Swallow and made an effort to pull my scattered wits together. ‘What are all of you doing here?’
‘Waiting for you,’ Swallow said with a mischievous grin that reminded me uncomfortably of the time he had kissed me to silence me when soldierguards were hunting us. He had given me that same wicked smile afterwards.
‘Why?’ I asked.
‘It has been too long,’ said Dameon. I turned to the empath, and his arms and affection enfolded me like a warmed blanket. He held me for a long moment and then stepped back. He looked as fit and strong as he had in Rushton’s memory-dream.
‘I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye,’ I said.
‘I know,’ he replied, smiling down at me. ‘I know it all.’
Again I had the feeling of the solid ground under my feet turning to mist. ‘You know … what?’
‘I know that you go to tryst with a Beforetime computermachine called Sentinel, which controls some terrible weapons. We are to go with you and help you to destroy it before it destroys everything.’
‘I … don’t understand,’ I stammered, looking in bewilderment from him to the others. ‘Who told you about Sentinel?’
‘I did, for I dreamed about Sentinel once I came here,’ Analivia said gravely.
‘A voice spoke in my dreams last year and bade me learn to ride,’ the empath said. ‘The next day Faraf offered to teach me. When the dream voice came three nights in a row, I decided it must be some sort of true dream. It was only some time later that I understood that a voice in a dream had also prompted Faraf to teach me to ride. I was less adept at communicating with her then, for much of the signal speech people use to communicate with animals relied on signals that must be seen. But bit by bit we found ways to replace them with signals that could be felt or heard.’ He smiled at the little pony who nuzzled at him lovingly, offering me a shy greeting. I reached out to stroke her.
‘As for me, as you know already, I long ago saw visions of you that let me understand that you were the one spoken of in the ancient promises,’ Swallow told me. ‘Last year, the voice of my dreams told me that you would travel to Stonehill and that you would need the help of the Twentyfamilies. I would have gone myself but the seers forbade it, so I sent Iriny. Then again the voice spoke a twomonth past, and I did its bidding, sending Iriny to the White Valley. The voice said that after she had done what you needed her to do, the ancient promises would be fulfilled, as far as the Twentyfamilies were concerned. But I had a further part to play in your quest and then I saw a vision of the way I must travel to reach this valley.’
‘Iriny told me that you were coming up to the White Valley to choose an heir because your seers had seen that you would never father a child.’
‘The exact wording was that I would never father a child who would lead the Twentyfamilies,’ Swallow said. ‘The seers feared that this must mean I was unable to bear a child. The dream voice told me that I would father a child only if I left the Land and my people to serve you, and that if I did, I would never return. But the seers said I must not leave without having chosen an heir, for even if the ancient promises that have guided and constrained us for so long were fulfilled as I had said, it would not be easy for the Twentyfamilies to adapt to this new world and life in which they must discover their own purposes. They wanted a symbol to bind them and to cherish as they once cherished the duties demanded by the ancient promises, the seers said. So I visioned and chose a heartchild. The ceremonies were completed ere I left the Land and came here to this valley, as I had been bidden.’
‘How long ago did the … the voice tell you to come here to this valley?’ I asked.
‘Several moons past,’ Swallow answered.
‘Several moons past,’ I echoed. Atthis would have been alive to communicate her commands to him then, as she had been alive to communicate with Dameon and Faraf, but what of the voice that had spoken to Analivia of Sentinel after her arrival in the valley of the Skylake? That could not have been Atthis.
‘You look pale as milk. You had better sit down before you fall down,’ Swallow advised. ‘Finding us here is clearly a shock to you. I have to say I am surprised you were not expecting us. Me at least.’
‘I have not had any dreams with voices to advise me that you were coming,’ I said, letting myself be ushered to a log covered with a blanket, wondering what they would say when I told them that their dream voice belonged to a futuretelling bird and that the bird had died. I felt a wave of nausea and anxiety and put my hand to my head. ‘It is very hard for me to hear you speak openly of matters that have long been secret. I was sworn never to tell anyone what I must do, lest it cause me to fail in my quest to find and stop Sentinel.’
‘You have not revealed it,’ Swallow said. ‘It is simply that we were let in on the secret to assist you.’
I shook my head and looked around at them, wondering why, of all the people who might have been chosen to help me, these had been sent – Swallow and Analivia were skilled in survival and Analivia admittedly had some healing skills, though mostly connected to midwifery, but neither were Talented, and Dameon, though Talented, was blind. And why Gavyn? The beasts made better sense, for they had always known what I was, though their knowledge was more connected to their belief that I was the Innle of beastlegend, who would lead all beasts to freedom from humans, than to my quest. None of the three had mentioned this, which meant that no beast had divulged it. And what did that mean?
I had instinctively shielded my thoughts, but it struck me belatedly that there was no need. None of them had farseeking or coercive Talents. If I wished to farseek them, I would have to form a probe, as I had done with Cinda. Dameon was looking at me with concern and I realised that, as usual, I was leaking emotions.
‘I saw you in a dream, Dameon,’ I told him impulsively. ‘You had just arrived at Obernewtyn. You were in the front entrance and Rushton came up to you.’ I shook my head. ‘I thought it was a … true dream, but you are here.’
‘It was true enough for I did return to Obernewtyn before coming here, and Rushton did meet me inside the front entrance.’ He frowned. ‘It is funny that you should have true-dreamed of it, because for one moment I thought I felt your presence, but no doubt it was only that Rushton’s thoughts were full of his concern about your disappearance.’
The thought of Rushton worrying about me gave me pain and I asked if there was water. The little fuss of activity to produce a mug of water gave me time to collect myself. It was Analivia who brought it to me, and I drank deeply, then asked if it had come from the Skylake. She shook her head, saying they had deemed it safer to drink from a stream flowing into the southern end of the lake, since there were tiny water plants growing in it. Even as she was answering, Darga beastspoke me to say that the water was not tainted, but I was glad I was not drinking from it, knowing what lay hidden in its depths.
Swallow rose to suggest we eat before the stew he had cooked burned, and in a short time I was devouring a bowl of rich mushroom and herb stew, thick with potatoes and carrots that must have been carried into the mountains. Dameon went on with his tale.
‘Rushton at first assumed that you had ridden down to the White Valley to see Swallow, but by the time I arrived, he had learned otherwise. I knew that you had gone up into the mountains, for when I was on the west coast, the voice that bade me learn to ride spoke again, and told me you would soon leave Obernewtyn to undertake a perilous quest beyond the Land and the high mountains, and that I was to go after you. I wanted to tell Rushton what I knew, for as well as being my friend he is the master of Obernewtyn, nay chieftain of Obernewtyn Shire now, for that matter was settled ere I arrived. But the voice in the dream warned me never to speak of your quest or the part I would play in it to anyone who was not also to accompany you. It was hard to keep silent when he was so anxious for you, but I told myself that if you had the courage to leave without a word to those who love you, then so must I.’
‘Did the voice tell you to go back to Obernewtyn?’ I asked.
‘It did not. I went there because I had to find out if it was real. I knew it when Rushton told me you had vanished.’
Swallow interrupted to explain. ‘Rushton knew you had not come to me because I had been up to Obernewtyn before Dameon arrived, at my sister’s urging. She insisted that you wanted to speak to me urgently, and I thought perhaps you had decided to ask me to go with you, though the dream voice had told me that I was to go after you. But of course, when I arrived, you had gone.’ He paused, as if organising his thoughts. ‘I had long been forbidden to speak of you and your quest by the voice in my dreams and by the tenets of the ancient promises, so when Rushton asked if you had been to see me, I said no and only no, though like Dameon, I found it hard to keep silent when Rushton was so worried. Before I left, Rushton had made up his mind that you might have gone looking for Dragon, or Ana.’
I looked at the lowland woman. ‘I was worried about you,’ I told her. ‘You see, Garth told me that you had spoken of wanting to deal with Radost and Moss before they could come up to revenge themselves on you and Bergold. We thought you might have taken it into your head to go down to Sawlney and try to flush them out. I had Brydda send word to Dardelan to have his spy there keep a watch for you.’ I turned back to Dameon as another thought occurred to me. ‘Rushton wanted you to be chieftain in his stead while he goes to the Red Land.’
‘I know it, but have no fear. He has appointed Gevan to serve as chieftain in his absence. Ceirwan will replace you as guildmaster of the Farseekers, of course, and Miky will eventually take her place as guildmistress of my guild. Until she is well enough, I chose several empaths to work as a team running it. They are young and it will take time for them to feel comfortable playing their new parts, especially given the added complication of Obernewtyn being transformed into a settlement, but they will grow to fill their roles.’ He smiled. ‘Remember how young you were when Rushton took control of Obernewtyn and you became guildmistress of the Farseekers? You were the youngest of all the guild-leaders, but never did it seem to any of us that you were too young. Only too solemn, maybe.’ His smile faded. ‘Though perhaps that solemnity did not arise from your role as guildmistress, but from the knowledge of this quest, for it seems to me you must long have known it.’
I nodded, but I was not yet able to speak easily of my quest. Instead, I said slowly, ‘You told me just now you were forbidden to speak of my quest, so how did you explain appointing Miky to replace you and others to rule your guild until she is recovered?’
‘Straight after he came to greet me in the foyer after my arrival at Obernewtyn, Rushton went to see Maryon to ask about you, for by now he knew from Swallow that you had not gone to the White Valley and no one had seen you in the lowlands. Because there was no sign of Radost or Moss among those taken prisoner in Sawlney, Rushton was worried that you might have been taken prisoner by them or by someone else. Linnet had mentioned what you had told her about the possibility that Miryum was being held prisoner and no doubt that put it into his mind.’
‘What did Maryon tell him?’ I asked, my heartbeat sounding loud in my ears.
‘He came to me later the same day to tell me that Maryon told him that you had left Obernewtyn because there was something vital you needed to do, concerning the welfare of Obernewtyn and the Land, which no one else could do. She said you would not travel with him to the Red Land but that I was to go after you along with Rasial and Gavyn, for you would have need of us. He said he did not know where you had gone or why, but that Maryon had said I was to ride out towards the high mountains the very next day. He said he had already made arrangements for provisions for our journey and he begged my pardon for doing so without first speaking to me, but there was little time. I was flabbergasted as you can imagine, for here he was apologising to me for sending me after you, when I had planned to leave exactly as Maryon had communicated. Rushton saw my confusion, but I had just been with Miky in the Healing Hall and he said that I must not worry about the empaths for Maryon had said Miky would make a fine guildmistress when she had recovered her strength. Then he asked me only to arrange a team to lead the guild for the time being. I had been trying to think how to do exactly that without speaking of what I had been commanded to keep secret, when he found me.’ He shook his head, his expression full of remorse.
‘I felt deceitful and treacherous as I told Rushton I would do what Maryon had commanded. Later in the day, he came to tell me that he had decided Gevan must take his place as chieftain of Obernewtyn in his absence, for little as he liked it, Maryon had said he must do as he had promised, and travel with the ships to the Red Land. The next day, he rose and came with me to the farms to bid Gavyn, Rasial, Faraf and me a proper farewell. But Alad said the boy and the dog had already left. Neither Rushton nor I knew what to make of this. He said he had explained what Maryon had said, through Alad, to the dog and she had said only that she would go whither the boy went. I said they must have gone ahead because they were on foot. In truth I did not know what to make of their inclusion, for my dream voice had said nothing of them. Yet it had spoken of others who would accompany you.’
The empath paused to drink from the mug of water Analivia gave him, for his voice had begun to crack. ‘Rushton said before we parted in the misty morning that Maryon had told him you would never return to the Land. He confessed that he had offered to go with me or in my place, but that Maryon had refused him, saying he was not needed there, but that he had a vital part to play in freeing the Red Land. Then we embraced and I bade him sail well and he said he would see me again, upon his return and mine. Then he bade me tell you that he loved you more than life and always would, whether you ever saw one another again. He did not say it but there was such deep sorrow in him that I believe Maryon told him he would not see you again.’
Tears welled up in my eyes and I saw Dameon brace himself, but I could not suppress my sorrow to spare him. Suddenly I was sobbing hard, though I had truly thought I had no more tears left in me. It was as if I were letting go of Rushton for a second and final time and the discovery that I had not let go the first time made it all the more devastating, because only now did I see that I had never really believed, until this moment, that I truly would not see him again.
I was dimly aware that Swallow and Analivia had drawn back to the other side of the fire and begun to occupy themselves building it up as Dameon sat down beside me on the log and gently took the mug from my fingers. He set it aside and took my hands in his. There were tears on his face too, I saw, but gradually I felt the calmness and acceptance he was empathising. I did not fight or resist his Talent. I let it bring me across a sea of grief to a quiet shore.
‘I am sorry,’ I said at last. ‘I have known for so long that I would have to leave him but it makes no difference.’ My throat was hoarse as if I had wept for hours.
Analivia brought me another bowl of stew, watered into a thick soup.
‘Eat,’ Dameon said. ‘You can be frugal later. It seems we might all have to be frugal soon, if the way ahead is as bare as the way here.’
‘I don’t understand any of this,’ I said, heaving a sigh and warming my hands on the bowl. ‘I was always told to say nothing of … of what I had to do. Right from the beginning it was a secret. Only Maruman and Gahltha knew, and Swallow, a little, because of the ancient promises.’ No one spoke so I asked Dameon to go on.
He shrugged. ‘Rasial and Gavyn were waiting for me not half an hour from Obernewtyn. Faraf and I had ridden towards the high mountains as Rushton had bidden and Faraf saw them ahead and signalled me. When we came to them, she told me that the dog said the boy would lead me to you. I bade her ask where you were and the dog told her they knew not, but that we were to travel to a place in the high mountains where the sky lay at the bottom of a valley, and that you would come to us there. I did not know what this meant but I had no doubt the same voice that bade me learn to ride had summoned the boy. I did not know why a child would be chosen for the task and not someone older who could communicate with ease and protect us; a child, moreover, with no horse to carry him nor supplies of food or water. On the other hand, what right had I to question his choosing when I was blind? I consoled myself with the thought that we must have been chosen for a reason, though when Analivia told me what she had seen, I wondered what possible use I could be given what you must do.’ He smiled diffidently and then shifted back to his original seat. No doubt my emotions were discomforting him.
I looked at Analivia. The old bird had told Maruman before she died that I would learn what I needed to know from those I met in the valley of the Skylake. I had assumed it must be knowledge I would get from the wolves, but now I was not so sure. ‘Tell me about your dream of Sentinel. Did you see where it is and how I am to go there? Did it speak of what I am to do with the devices and messages I have gathered?’
‘Better to call it a nightmare than a dream,’ Analivia said in a sombre tone. ‘I dreamed it a lot of times for a while when I was young, and there was more to it each time. That first time, I saw only a terrible vision of a land laid waste, everyone dead, all of it Blacklands. I thought I was true-dreaming of the Great White but the next time I dreamed it, I flew further and saw other lands, and they were all burnt and blackened and dead, too. Night after night I dreamed of deserts of black sand and lakes burning with witchfires; I saw forests of trees made of black glass, bare hills littered with bones that lay bleaching in the sun, oceans black and gelid with foulness. Night after night, whichever direction I took, I saw death.’ There was a long moment when she visibly drew herself from the dark vision she had woven for all of us, and then she met my eyes.
‘I did not have the nightmare for some years after that, but it came to me again when I found out my father and Moss had not died escaping from the Councilfarm. I was not surprised, for men like that do not die meekly. I wondered if there was not some connection between my father and my nightmare. Since the time the nightmares started when I was a child, I had heard him talk with his cronies of finding Beforetime weapons powerful enough to strike terror into the hearts of Herders and rebels alike, the threat of which would ensure obedience and stabilise the power of the Council, which is to say, his power, since he was its master.’
I nodded to her to continue.
She shrugged. ‘You were right in guessing I went looking for my father and Moss. I rode down to the lowlands and camped in the forest near Sawlney, intending the next day to go into the town and confront Jude. But that night, the dream came again, only there was one difference. This time a voice spoke saying that what I had seen was a possible future, but that it would not come to pass at the hands of my father or brother and that there was only one person who could stop it. Then I saw a vision of you riding through the mist with a cat on your shoulder and a dog at your heels. It shocked me, not because it was you, but because when my father first sent Moss and Bergold up to hold land for him, I dreamed of a woman riding through the mist, with a cat at her shoulder and a dog following but her face was hidden. That time a voice spoke to me, too, as I watched the unknown woman ride away into the mist, warning me that I must take care I did not stand by and watch harm done, for to do so was an evil as great as if I had done it myself. At the time, I took the voice as that of my own conscience because I had become accustomed to turning my mind and eyes from the evils done by my father and brother. I saw at once that volunteering to go with Bergold had been simply another means of turning my eyes away. It was the next day that my brother and I came upon you and some of your companions by the road close to my brother’s orchard.’
‘That’s why you stopped the soldierguard from whipping me!’ I said.
She nodded. ‘The man who would have whipped you had been foisted on us by my father and he was a sadistic brute. I made my brother stop him hurting you though I had not acted to prevent a wrong in many years. That defiance salved a sickness that I had not even known was growing in me, and from that day, I began to hone my small healing skills, and to right such wrongs as I could.’ Her eyes met mine. ‘Can you imagine how it felt to see the dream that had changed my life again and this time to know that the face of the woman who had been hidden was the face of the very first person I rescued after dreaming it, never knowing they were one and the same? And then to discover that you were the person who could prevent the destruction I had dreamed of …’ She shook her head. ‘It was like one of those moon fair knots you used to get in Sutrium when I was a girl, where you can never find the beginning.’ She stood up restlessly and tossed her fair head. ‘All my life, before the dream of the woman riding in the mist, I had done what I had been required to do; out of fear of my father to begin with, and then out of wariness and hatred of them, or out of love and worry for Bergold. The dream gave me the courage to act and so I did. Then the Council and the Herders fell and all that needed winning seemed won, yet something in me said there was some greater thing that life required of me, if I could but discover it. Then I saw your face in my dream outside Sawlney and the voice said that you were the only one who could stop my nightmare from coming true, but that you needed my help. I understood that all of the battles I had fought were preparation for some greater battle.’
‘Did the voice tell you then to come here?’ I asked.
‘It bade me go into the high mountains beyond Obernewtyn at darkmoon, for there I would find someone who would also be seeking you, and who would lead me to you. So I came back and told my brother that we were going to Obernewtyn for the moon fair. I knew I could not leave him without protection where our father could find him so I convinced him to go ahead with servants, the makings of a stall and produce from the orchards to sell and a missive for Garth. In it, I asked that he be housed at Obernewtyn until I returned. I sent all of our coin in a sealed pot, saying to my brother that it was a gift to Garth. The missive asked Garth to use it to set my brother up in some small business in the new shire and to watch over him. In payment for his trouble I offered a scroll I had found which he had desired since I first showed it to him.’
‘You can imagine my surprise,’ Swallow said, taking up the tale smoothly, ‘when I rode away from Obernewtyn, headed for the high mountains, to come upon a woman who turns out to be the very person Rushton believed you had gone seeking in the lowlands. I asked where she was bound and she gave me the sharp edge of her tongue for my impertinence and bade me be on my way.’ He laughed and gave Analivia a teasing smile.
She shook her head but laughed softly. ‘We talked at odds and in riddles for a little, until I got sick of it and demanded to know if he knew where you were.’
‘It was cleverly done,’ Swallow approved. ‘For it could have been merely an ordinary query, but to one who had dreamed of voices, it suggested she might be another dreamer.’
‘So you came here together and found the others?’ I asked.
‘We arrived first but it was not until the others came that I had the nightmare again, only it was part of a different dream,’ Analivia said. ‘There was a young cat in it very like to the old cat that you brought here with you, but the dream was not about you. It was a past-dream and the cat was sleeping in the arms of an older woman with very pale skin. It must have been hurt because its head was bandaged. With them was a gypsy girl but both of them had long dark hair and they wore Beforetime clothes. They were in a small dim room looking at a computermachine that was showing them visions of the very same desolation I had seen, over and over in my nightmare.
‘The older woman said that if the Seeker who would come failed in her quest, the result of it would be that all that remained of the battered world would be destroyed. The gypsy girl said that they must prepare all that the Seeker would need to locate Sentinel and make sure it could never be used to bring upon the world a greater and more final doom than they had endured. Then she shivered and said it was hard to believe there was anywhere left that was green and clean, seeing what they were seeing. But the older woman said her visions had shown there were such places left, and that Obernewtyn was one of them, but that they had been of little interest to anyone and so there were no pictures of them. The younger woman asked how she could think of going back to Obernewtyn, knowing everyone would be dead, even Jacob. The older woman said calmly that she had foreseen that in spite of everything that had happened there was joy in the future for both of them, as well as sorrow. But above all else, it was her duty to go back. Then she began to speak of the journey they would have to make to reach the Land where Obernewtyn stood. “I will go no further,” the older woman said to the younger. “But you will travel beyond that Land to another and another still, before your work is done.” Then she looked down at the cat and the younger woman said that its journeying was done, poor thing, since it had not awoken. But the older woman stroked it and said the cat was travelling in its dreams, as was its gift, and that it would sleep until they brought it to the one who could wake it, though not with a kiss.’
I was riveted by the strange story, for it was evident to me that the women were Hannah Seraphim and Cassy, and that Analivia had dreamed of them after the Great White and before they had begun their journey to the Land. Of course the cat could not be Maruman, even as a kitten, for no cat could live so long, but if they had brought it to the Land, it might be some distant ancestor of Maruman. It might even be that the kitten’s head was bandaged not because it had been injured but because the Beforetimers had been experimenting on it at the Govamen compound, even as they had experimented with the flamebirds. A little stab of excitement pierced me at the thought that Maruman’s strange mind might not be the result of sickness or accident, but of something he had inherited from the cat in Analivia’s dream vision.
I was so engrossed in my speculations that it took me a moment to realise that Swallow was speaking again. ‘Did you say the tribesman Ahmedri followed you?’ I asked.
The gypsy nodded cheerfully. ‘It was Dameon he followed so he ought to tell you that part of our tale.’
I nodded impatiently, eager to hear how Dameon had persuaded him to go back.
‘I had met up with Rasial and Gavyn as I told you, and we were just setting off together when Ahmedri came riding up,’ Dameon said. ‘He had tracked me, he said, because he knew I was coming to find you. I suppose he heard Rushton talking with Alad about our supplies. The tribesman said he had to find his brother’s bones and that he had been commanded to stay with you until you found the coercer Miryum and freed her, for it was she who would tell him where they were. I was at a loss, for neither Rushton nor the dream voice had mentioned him, and yet I could see no way to prevent him following us. Also, neither Rasial nor Faraf seemed troubled by the thought of him or his horse accompanying us. Later I had cause to be very glad of his company, for while Gavyn led us here, it was Ahmedri who made cookfires and found ways for us to cross places where it seemed no horse could go.’
‘What happened to him?’ I asked.
‘Why, he is here in the valley,’ Swallow said. ‘Like Rasial and the boy, he spends a good portion of his time foraging – not together, for neither he nor the lad seem to have much use for human company.’
I scowled. ‘I don’t know why Ahmedri thinks following me here is going to help him find his brother’s bones.’
‘Maybe Miryum came up into the mountains with his brother’s body,’ Swallow said. ‘But whether or not, Ahmedri is convinced that Straaka will come to you in your dreams to tell you where Miryum is. It is hard to argue against that when all of us are here because of our dreams.’
His words gave me pause. I had never considered the possibility that Miryum might have brought Straaka’s body into the mountains. It was just possible she could have managed it, for the coercer was prodigiously strong and she would have been able to use a travois some of the time, but it would have been a gruesome journey with a decomposing body. And how would she then have been taken captive? There were no humans in the mountains, other than us, and no beast took captives.
I noticed Swallow and Analivia watching me expectantly, and felt an uneasy surge of anxiety at the knowledge that, although all of them had come into the mountains after having struggled separately and alone with doubt and fear and disbelief, they were now looking to me to guide them. Yet how was I to guide them when they seemed to know all I knew?
I thought of a Beforetime phrase that Garth sometimes used – The blind leading the blind – but I did not say it aloud out of courtesy to Dameon.
‘Have any of you dreamed of where I will go from this valley?’ I asked evenly.
They looked at one another and then Swallow said slowly, ‘You do not know where to go?’
A crucial question, I thought. ‘Up until recently I was convinced that Sentinel was in the Red Land, and the fact that I was supposed to travel there with Dragon and the others seemed a confirmation of this. But I was summoned to the high mountains at the last minute and told I would never return to the Land, and the ships left without me. It may be that I will come to the Red Land in some guise, ere the end, but I do not know how. What I do know is that the same voice that summoned all of you bade me come here to the mountains to seek out a pack of winter wolves so that I might convince them to accompany me. I know not why I need them, nor where I am to go with them, and yet I have been told that my quest will fail if they refuse me. I spoke to the pack leader yesterday and he bade me come here to await his answer. I think he meant to seek a vision that would give him guidance, and it may be that he will vision of where we are to go. Indeed, it must be so, for the voice in my dreams promised that I would have the answers I needed from those I met here in this valley.’
I sighed and shrugged. ‘I thought when I found all of you here that you must have the answers I sought. But having heard your tales, I am back to pinning my hopes on the wolves.’
‘Maybe the voice from our dreams now speaks to the wolf,’ Dameon suggested. I said nothing for the moment, incapable of imparting the news that the dream speaker – my guide and theirs – was dead and we were on our own.
‘Perhaps the answer will come from putting all we know together,’ Swallow said.
‘I thought that Sentinel must be in these mountains at first, else why come here and why would I have dreamed of the Beforetime women talking about it?’ Analivia asked. ‘But after I had spoken to the others about Sentinel, Swallow told us of seeing the ancient promises that were made by his people in the Red Land, about you, and how he had long ago seen a vision of himself there with you. Thus did it seem to me that Sentinel must be there.’
‘We will go there, ere the end, I think,’ Swallow said. ‘Yet there must be a reason why we have come to these mountains, unless it was solely to seek out these wolves.’
For some reason a vivid image came into my mind from my past-dream of the weapons emerging slowly from the opening under the Skylake. But I looked at Dameon, knowing his empathy would tell him that I was addressing him, and said, ‘Tell me what you learned of Dragon when you were in the Westland. I know that Dell saw that she had been there in a vision, but did she see what Dragon had been seeking?’
‘She said Dragon was seeking her past,’ Dameon answered.
I frowned and turned my attention to Analivia. ‘You heard no rumour of her when you travelled to Sawlney?’
Analivia shook her head. ‘But why do you ask about her? Has she some part to play in this as well?’
‘The futuretellers saw us together in the Red Land and I am sure you have heard that she is its rightful queen,’ I said.
Analivia shook her head impatiently. ‘You wish to know what to do next, but surely the answer is simple. The voice will tell us. Either through the wolf or it will speak to you directly.’
Her words told me that neither she nor any of the others, even Swallow, truly understood the nature and complexity of my quest. None of them had any idea of how long I had been travelling along the road to get to this point, nor of how many others had travelled that same road before me, labouring to ensure that I would fulfil my quest. If they were truly to walk that road with me, eventually I would need to tell them about all that Cassy and Hannah had done to prepare the way for me. I would have to tell them of the Govamen compound in Scotia where the Sentinel program had been developed, and of the permanent Sentinel complex that had been established elsewhere. I would have to speak of images of the Great White that I had seen in the Earthtemple, and I would need to explain that Swallow’s ancestor was the Cassy of my past-dreams and had later become the revered Kasanda of Sador. I would have to tell them about Ariel, who was the Destroyer, destined to evoke the dreadful power controlled by Sentinel and the BOT computers if I failed in my quest. And I would need to tell them of the roles played by Maruman and Gahltha.
There was so much to be imparted that it exhausted me merely to think of it, and despite the revelations of the last hour, my habit of secrecy was so deeply ingrained that I was drained from fighting my own reluctance.
A movement caught my eye and I looked around to see Ahmedri striding towards me, arms piled high with what looked to be apple-sized balls of mud. He bent to set down his burden then gave me a challenging look.
‘You swore that I might ride with you until I learned the whereabouts of my brother’s bones. I see you know how to keep your word.’ His tone roused my temper.
I rose and was annoyed to discover that I had to look up to meet his eyes. But I kept my voice cool and mild when I said, ‘I agreed only that you might remain at Obernewtyn. You assumed this meant you could remain with me. You were wrong.’
‘Yet here I am,’ the tribesman said. ‘And I will remain with you until the woman is found.’
‘It must be obvious to you now that the overguardian was mistaken or Bruna misinterpreted her words,’ I snapped. ‘For who is there to imprison her in these mountains but wolves and firelizards?’
‘My brother’s spirit will lead you to the woman,’ he answered doggedly.
‘Since when do the dead speak to the living?’ I demanded.
‘My brother’s spirit will speak to you when you open your mind to him,’ Ahmedri said.
I glared at the stubborn tribesman. ‘As to my mind being open, it sometimes feels like a passageway full of doors I cannot close. But your brother does not enter.’
‘You have not opened the proper door,’ Ahmedri said.
I drew a breath to calm my temper. ‘Tribesman, why would she have brought your brother here?’
‘It is said madness possessed her after my brother died and so it may be that she had no reason that could be guessed at,’ he answered. ‘But that she is here, I have no doubt, for you are here and you will lead me to her.’
I sighed. ‘You should go back to Obernewtyn.’
‘I will stay,’ he said, and with a curt bow, he turned to Swallow and Analivia and gestured to the brown balls he had collected. ‘These are firenuts. We find them in the desert lands close to the great escarpment. They are light and they burn hotter and longer than wood. We should take as many of them as we can when we leave this place.’ He went back to the balls, knelt and began peeling a light husk from the outside of one of them. Analivia went to help him.
‘The Twentyfamilies believe it is possible for a spirit of the dead to speak,’ Swallow said mildly.
I was too tired to argue, for to do so effectively, I would have had to speak about the dreamtrails and the mindstream and the link between flesh and spirit. Besides, given what Maruman had told me of Atthis and the oldOnes, my own ideas on the matter of spirits and death were confused.
‘I need to find Maruman,’ I said, and rose and went off in the direction he had gone when we had first joined the others.
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Maruman was nowhere to be found by looking and my mind was not fit to farseek him. Besides, if he slept, he would be unreachable. I noticed a long lush strip of grass meandering across a clearing and when I came closer I saw there was a stream running through it. Reasoning that if the lake was clean, then the stream that ran into it must also be clean, I went and drank, then I stripped off my clothes and climbed into the water. It was deeper than it looked, coming up to my thighs, and very cold. I sank into it, gasping, and then I took a deep breath and ducked my head under, massaging the dust from it before standing up and shaking like a dog. I pinched some lemonleaf growing on the bank and used it for a thorough wash before drying myself with my sweaty shirt, pulling on my trews and jacket and buttoning it up. I twisted my hair into a knot and washed my shirt and underthings. I was shivering despite the sunlight now falling into the clearing, for there was little warmth to it, and the thought of the fire and some more hot soup was enticing, despite the fact that I would have to face Ahmedri again.
I set off back towards the lake but I had not gone far when I spotted Gahltha and Sendari grazing with Faraf and the tribesman’s mare, Falada. I went through the trees to them, and their heads lifted as they scented my approach. Gahltha gave a soft neigh and came over to me.
I put down my wet clothes and laid both cold hands and my cheek against his warm neck. The contact and the fact that he had entered my mind meant I need exert no energy to beastspeak them all.
‘I am sorry I did not beastspeak you a proper greeting earlier, but my mind is weary/weak,’ I told the others, who had trotted over as well. ‘I want to thank all of you for carrying those who came to help me.’
‘Greetings ElspethInnle,’ Sendari sent. ‘I am honoured to serve your quest to free beasts from their bondage to the funaga.’
I misliked his words, for the humans had been told the truth of my quest, if not the whole of it, but to ensure their aid, Atthis had been spreading a tale among beasts for years that I was a mythical Seeker from beastlegend, destined to free them from the tyranny of humans. Why they could not be simply told the truth of my quest, I did not know. It had been one of the things I had meant to ask Atthis, but now I would never have an answer. The only thing that kept me from exposing the lie to the horses now was the knowledge that it might cause them to turn from me, though my real quest was as important to beasts as to humans.
So now I merely said, ‘I am afraid I have another task first, and one that is like to prove long and difficult and dangerous.’
‘It does not matter,’ Sendari sent. ‘I/we have sworn to serve Innle in all ways until the beasts are free.’
‘Did the oldOnes bid you go with Swallow?’ I asked.
‘The funaga-ha who rides me is lecuna-Innle.’
‘That means one-who-serves-the-Seeker,’ the black horse offered and I stroked his neck, noting the shine to his mane, and wondered idly who had brushed it.
‘There were many horses that would have been glad to carry a lecuna-Innle, some younger and more fleet, but he chose me / Sendari, for I am strong / steadfast and my mind does not bolt or shy easily,’ the grey announced.
‘I, too, am honoured to serve you / Elspethlnnle,’ Falada said.
‘We all serve my quest,’ I said gently. ‘But I am glad to see you again.’
I realised my irritation with her rider had faded, for it had partly been born of frustration, and yet I had spoken honestly to the tribesman. If his pigheadedness and pride made him follow me, then that was his choice. It was not as if he had been a burden. On the contrary, from what Dameon said, he had been of real use and he could forage as well as track. It might even be that Atthis had foreseen his presence, and woven it into her schemes.
I had thought for one moment that Atthis’s successor had taken power when Analivia talked of dreaming about Sentinel since coming to the valley, but it had been a past-dream she meant. Yet that was remarkable enough, given who her dreams had been about.
Faraf nuzzled at my cheek to interrupt my musings, saying shyly that she was glad to see me again too, and to be carrying a lecuna-Innle whom she had come to love as a brother, but most of all she was glad to be able to repay me for saving her life in Sador, when I had yielded to the traitorous rebel leader Malik in the Battlegames.
‘There was no debt, for I put you in danger by miscalculating my opponent’s ruthlessness,’ I said. ‘But he is dead and we live.’
‘How did he die?’ she asked curiously.
‘He died because his allies did not trust him,’ I said. Then I asked all of them if they had seen anything of Maruman.
‘He sleeps in a tree nearby,’ Gahltha sent. ‘Shall I show you where he is?’
‘Let him sleep,’ I said. ‘I would be glad of a few hours’ sleep myself if I was not chilled to the bone from my bathe.’
‘I would be glad to give you my warmth,’ Faraf offered.
Knowing it would please the little mare to be of use, and preferring to stay away from the others and their questions for the time being, I was glad to accept her offer. Faraf found a soft patch of sunlit grass and settled herself as I hung my wet clothes over a bush to dry a little, and then I asked Sendari to let Swallow know that I would return later. Finally I lay down gratefully against Faraf’s warm soft flank. Her sweet scent rose around me, and when Gahltha settled on the other side of me, their combined warmth drove out the last bit of chill from my bones and I relaxed.
Dozing on the edge of sleep, I listened to their conversation for a time, fascinated by the formality of equine beastspeech when no human was involved, but eventually my eyes drooped and I slept. It was a deep, warm, peaceful sleep without dreams, and I woke much refreshed to see that the sun was on the verge of setting. Dismayed that I had slept the whole day away, I roused the horses and gathered my clothes. They were all but dry and my hair had come out of its knot and dried in stiff spikes full of grass seeds and horse hair.
Only when I was about to make my way back to the camp did I realise all of the horses were gazing eastward, ears pricked. I turned and my heart leapt into my throat at the sight of dozens of wolves pouring from what must be a narrow opening partway up the wall of the canyon. Urgently I bade Gahltha lead the horses around the western side of the lake and remain there until I summoned them, then I turned and sprinted back to the campsite. I had been certain that Rheagor would agree to accompany me, until I saw the wolves pouring into the valley. Now it occurred to me that finding so many hated humans where they had expected to find one might provoke the wolves to think they had been tricked, and to attack.
There was no sign of Rasial or Gavyn when I reached the camp, but the others were waiting, standing about a fire built up to a hot brightness that drew the eye even from a distance, for I had farsent to Swallow to say that the wolves were coming. I hurried to join them, praying that the boy and his dog would not suddenly arrive, and that Maruman would go on sleeping. The latter had provoked the wolves already, and while no harm had come of it, we might not be so lucky a second time.
‘What of the fire?’ Analivia asked when I reached her side. ‘Should we extinguish it?’
I shook my head. ‘Sit close to it, all of you, and make no threatening moves nor any move at all unless I command it, and say nothing. I believe the wolves will agree to go with us, as I told you, but they are wild beasts and there are some among them whose hatred of humans edges on madness. It is possible that seeing so many humans will provoke them, but it is important that you do nothing.’
I knew the wolf musk would paralyse them, but there was no time to explain, and if they were trying to be still, they might not notice.
‘What of the horses?’ Ahmedri asked.
‘I have sent them to the other side of the lake,’ I told him. ‘Once the wolves have agreed to go with us, I will summon them.’
‘I will stand with you,’ Swallow said firmly.
‘No,’ I said. ‘If you would go with me, then you must be ready to obey me as the leader of this expedition, all of you.’ I looked at Ahmedri, remembering how the last meeting with the wolves had gone and suddenly wondering how I had been so calmly anticipating this one.
Ahmedri hesitated before going to sit by the fire with the others. I bade Darga go and sit with them, too, and then I studied the picture they made, noting that Swallow had his staff beside him. Analivia sat with her hand on the hilt of her knife and Ahmedri had laid his bow over his knees.
The sun had gone behind the mountains in the west, but the sky was red and gave out a disquietingly bloody shade of light as the first of the wolves appeared between the fire and the lake. I was startled to see that it was the older female, Descantra, who led them. Immediately behind her came the older male, her brother, Gobor One Ear. The other wolves arrayed themselves behind these two, and as they drew near, I felt their wolf musk freezing my limbs.
‘Where is Rheagor / pack leader?’ I asked, trying to inject calm authority into my mental voice. But their minds were not open to me. Fear jabbed at me and I had to force down panic.
‘Tha do stink of fear, dinrai-li,’ snarled Gobor triumphantly.
Descantra immediately rounded on the older male, snapping furiously at him, and when I heard her curses I understood that, in jeering at me, Gobor had once again opened a way to the wolves’ minds for me. It might have been a small triumph, but at once I felt their rage and murderous intent, and too late it occurred to me that maybe in saying the wolves would have to hear me, Atthis had meant more than the simplest and most obvious meaning of that word. Perhaps she had meant that I needed to get through to the wolves, and whether or not I had got through to Rheagor, it was clear that I had failed to reach the rest of his pack.
‘Where is Rheagor?’ I demanded again, speaking my thought directly to Descantra and knowing the others would hear it because of the link they shared.
‘Speak not the name of the pack leader,’ she snarled.
‘What am I to call him if not his name?’ I asked.
‘Tha might as well call that one dead,’ Gobor said.
‘Dead to the world,’ Descantra added bitterly. ‘That one went seliga and has not returned. Such paths do lead near to the longsleep and those that do walk them be half in love with death.’
I felt sick knowing that Maruman had wandered long and far when he had gone seliga, and it might be days or sevendays before the wolf woke. But I said, ‘That one said he would return to give me my answer and I believed him.’
‘Nor is that one liar or oathbreaker,’ Descantra growled. ‘But all who do walk seliga do risk losing themselves.’
‘He has walked seliga only three nights,’ I said. ‘The feline that was with me in your valley has walked longer by far and returned to tell the tale.’
‘The pack leader did walk seliga only once before and that did near kill him. You made him go where he had sworn he would never venture again and that one will not return any more than will this one’s brothers, slain by tha brethren, dinrai,’ Descantra answered. The intensity of her focus on me was so great that her muscles were tensed to attack. I longed to step back and put the fire between us, but even if I could have broken the power of her musk, it would have spurred her to attack, not to mention drawing the wolves to notice the others. So far it was as if they saw only me.
‘The funaga who trapped and tortured you is no brethren to me, but a deadly enemy,’ I sent, then something prompted me to add, ‘As to your brothers that perished at his hands, how is it that you left them to die?’
I felt her outrage. ‘The she-pup that did free this one and Gobor was mortally wounded before that one could free the others,’ Descantra sent, and for a moment memories floated in her eyes. Then her gaze sharpened and she drew back her lips and snarled at me. ‘Tha do lure me with tha words, dinrai. For the sake of all other wolves, tha should die, and this one will do the killing.’
‘You are a fool,’ I snapped. ‘You care nothing for other wolves. You care only for revenge. Eat it then, and see the pack die and the world as well.’
My anger had surprised her, and I pressed home my advantage, praying I could make her listen to me. ‘You heard what I told Rheagor. He was wise enough to put aside his loathing of the funaga to find out if I spoke true. What are you that would betray him while he strives, but a coward?’
All of the wolves snarled and tensed at this, but I saw from the flash of red in Descantra’s cold eyes that my words had struck a blow. ‘Rheagor will not return,’ she sent.
‘And if he does?’ I demanded.
‘Tha do listen to a dinrai!’ Gobor growled at her, and I sensed his madness boiling up. ‘Th’art as much a fool as Sharna! I will tear out this one’s throat and that do be the end of the dinrai’s lies.’
The name shocked me for how could Gobor know Sharna’s name? He had not been born when his mother had freed them. And why would they call him a fool because he had come back to live at Obernewtyn? These thoughts rattled wildly through my mind as Gobor padded closer, snarling all the while.
I do not know what Descantra would have done, but without warning Maruman catapulted into the clearing, spitting and snarling, and then he leapt up onto my shoulder, sinking in his claws and warbling a warning to the wolf. I would have thrown the old cat away from me to save him from the wolf’s fury if I had been able to break the numbing power of the wolf musk. How Maruman had managed it I had no idea.
Before Gobor could strike, however, a deep growling filled the air. Gobor and Descantra sprang around to face Rheagor, who was bearing down on them, hackles raised and lips drawn back to reveal his sharp white teeth. The sight was made more terrifying by the red flicker in his pale eyes.
Descantra sank to her belly and rolled over to bare her throat in a show of submission. I felt the submission of the other wolves, who had also dropped to their bellies, but Gobor’s mind was a red snare of anguish and rage. He snarled savagely at Rheagor and then turned and fled.
Rheagor did not pursue him. Instead he opened his maw and bent his head slowly to close his teeth on the throat of the old she-wolf, but he did not bite down, and when he lifted his head, there was no blood, though Descantra lay still as death.
Rheagor turned to me and Maruman hissed at him.
The wolf spoke directly to him, saying, ‘Nah nah, tha brave little yelloweye. Tha do be courageous but not wise. Save tha courage for tha will need all of it in the graag.’
‘Tha will guide the dinrai to the graag?’ One of the other wolves demanded, his tone incredulous.
‘This one did see us go with Innle and her pack to the graag,’ Rheagor answered.
‘What is the graag?’ I asked.
‘It be the way across the plain of shining poison,’ Rheagor said.
I remembered the recurring nightmares I had experienced in recent years of walking over the Blacklands, my legs streaked with deadly poisons, and a chill went through me. ‘What did you see seliga?’ I whispered.
‘This one did see much seliga. The Brildane will travel with Innle and her pack to the graag. Many Brildane will die on this journey, Innle, nor will all of tha own pack stand with tha at the end,’ the wolf sent. ‘Death will stalk all who make this journey and it be well fed. But at the end be the place where beasts will walk free of the funaga, if the Brildane hold true. But if the Brildane do not go with the Innle, all will come to darkness and destruction at the hands of the dinrai that tha do call Ariel and tha enemy. Thus for life and hope and vengeance, we do agree to that which tha did ask.’
His words sent a little shock through me. ‘You … you saw Ariel? Where was he?’
‘This one did see much that was as leaves glimpsed in a storm,’ he answered.
‘All right, then what is beyond the graag?’
‘There be the funaga city on a bone-white plain where my ancestor did be held captive for a time, before he escaped to cross the graag and found the Brildane. The city do be guarded by the efari.’
‘What are the efari?’ I asked.
‘Those that do guard the funaga city,’ Rheagor sent.
I tried to think how to put my question so as to get a better answer, until it occurred to me that Rheagor’s answer was limited because that was all he knew. But his description of the city beyond the graag was too close to Jacob’s dream city not to be the same place, so I had been right in one thing: the wolves would lead us to Cassandra’s key. ‘Did you see anything about Cassandra’s key when you were seliga?’
‘I did hear tha speak the words,’ the wolf answered.
‘Where do we go after we leave the city?’ I asked.
‘Beyond it all did be darkness,’ said the wolf flatly, and then he turned his head and gave a huffing bark that brought all of the pack to its feet, save Descantra. ‘The pack do go to hunt now. Be tha ready to leave when the moon do rise. The Brildane do have little tolerance for bright light so tha must travel at night and rest by day.’
‘I thank you, both for this and for coming when you did,’ I sent courteously, then I added, ‘There are horses by the lake, as well as a boy and a dog who …’
‘I have seen tha pack, seliga, and they do be safe from this one’s pack until our ways do part,’ he sent. Then he withdrew his mind from mine and turned to look down at Descantra. She rose slowly and they regarded one another. After a long moment, she dropped her eyes and he loped away. The wolves streamed after him, the she-wolf following alone, tail low.
Maruman leapt down and I realised I was free to move again.
I turned to the others.
‘I couldn’t move a muscle,’ Analivia said. She was very pale, as was Dameon, and I realised it must have been terrifying for the blind man, given that he would have felt all of our emotions without having any idea of what was going on, for of course none of them had been able to hear my exchange with the wolves.
‘It was the wolves’ musk,’ Ahmedri said, surprisingly. ‘Some beasts have the power to use their scent as a weapon. Silksnakes in the desert use their scent to make their enemies feel fear.’
‘Was it like that when you met with them before?’ Swallow asked me, a hint of accusation in his tone.
I met his eyes coolly. ‘There was no time to warn you.’
‘What happened?’ Dameon asked. ‘I do not feel the emotions of beasts as clearly as humans, but it seemed to me there was anger between them and great sorrow.’
‘You are right, and I will tell you all else that transpired, but for now, it is enough that you know they have agreed to go with us. The wolves will return when the moon rises, for we are to travel at night and rest by day.’
‘They will lead us?’ Analivia asked.
‘Yes,’ I said, though in fact Rheagor had said nothing of leading. I wondered if the others realised that this meant we were to go down from the mountains and cross Blacklands where the ground was so poisonous that it would glow in the dark, though presumably the graag was some less poisoned way else how would Rheagor’s ancestor have crossed it? I seemed to hear the pack leader’s harsh voice again, saying that many would die on the journey, ere the end.
Analivia was the first to nod decisively and begin packing up the cooking utensils. As the others began to make their preparations, I went to the packs piled under the trees and dug out of mine clean underwear, socks and a comb. I noticed that the other packs were saddlebags, made to be slung across a horse’s back and to hang down either side. They were a deal bigger than my pack, and bulging with provisions.
I checked on the stone sword, deciding I would show it to the others when I had told enough of my tale to make sense of it.
I slipped away to put on my clean underclothes and shirt and then returned to the fire to comb out the matted ropes of my hair. Swallow was stirring a pot with a ferocious look while Ahmedri was filling a net with firenuts. By the mound before him, he had spent the time while I slept gathering them. Suddenly I thought of Gavyn and Rasial, but when I asked about them, Swallow said Ahmedri had seen the boy splashing about in the stream some time before the wolves had appeared.
Analivia added, ‘He wanders constantly, yet Rasial always seems to return with him if we have need of him.’
I felt less sanguine about the absence of the boy and the dog, for even though Rheagor had said the wolves would not harm them, what would they do if Rasial decided to attack them for the sake of the boy or out of sheer wildness? After all, I thought, she told me that she wanted to die. I tried to find the white dog, but my farseeking probe would not locate. That meant they had left the valley or, more likely, they slept.
I found Darga and bade him look for them, and he padded off without complaint. Maruman looked across the flames at me.
‘You were brave,’ I sent. ‘How did you resist the wolf musk?’
‘Stupid wolves did not notice clever, quiet Marumanyelloweyes creeping in a tree when they came and when they released their scent,’ the old cat boasted.
‘So they can decide who the wolf musk will affect?’
‘Of course,’ Maruman sent scornfully. ‘Else how would they travel with us if we cannot move when they are near?’
I went on combing, until, wincing at a knot, I laid down my comb to tease out the burr at its centre. I looked into the flames and thought about the city that the wolf had seen. If it was the same city Jacob had seen in his dreams, then he had reached his destination, for there could be no reason we were to go there save to get Cassandra’s key. I had never imagined that I might truly have to go to Jacob’s shining city, and I decided that when day came and we rested, I must read his journal more attentively, so that I could compare it with the things Rheagor had said.
Something else occurred to me. The wolf claimed that his ancestor had been taken captive, before escaping to cross the graag and found the Brildane. It must be the efari that guarded the city who had captured his ancestor, and perhaps they were the descendants of the Beforetimers whose memories and knowledge stretched back unbroken into that time.
I plaited my clean and combed hair, relishing its heavy silky feel and the delicious scent of lemonleaf, thinking that if a wolf and an old man had crossed over the glowing Blacklands to reach the Beforetime city without it killing them, it must be possible for us to do the same.
Certainly, I could cross some Blacklands and recover, but if I had to walk over vast tracts of tainted land, my body would go on healing me relentlessly, until all of my strength and energy and eventually my life were devoured by it. It would be the same for Maruman and Darga, if I was right about their bodies being able to heal as mine did. The three of us could reach Jacob’s city near to death, with all of our other companions lost to us, but what would be the use of that? I might even have strength enough to find Jacob’s body and acquire Cassandra’s key, but how was I then to reach Sentinel?
Unless Sentinel was not in or beyond the Red Land as I had always supposed, but in the city of Jacob’s dreams. What if, in seeking Cassandra’s key, I found Sentinel?
I shivered at a vision of myself arriving in that city, near devoured by taint and the healing powers of my body, having to locate Cassandra’s key and face Sentinel before I died. My heart grew cold as I realised that remaining alive and healthy was not the aim of my quest. Nor was it my quest to keep my companions safe. My task was simply to bring to an end the threat of the weaponmachines that had destroyed the Beforetime. What happened to me after that did not matter.
Was that the meaning of Rheagor’s vision?
I felt a hand on my shoulder and then Dameon was empathising warmth and calmness into me. I let it flow through me, unknotting the snarls and thorns in my mind even as I had unknotted my hair. At length he stopped and sat down on a stone by me, telling me I had been emanating gloom enough to sink a ship. Before I could do more than thank him, Analivia pressed bowls of soup into our hands. Realising that I had not eaten since the morning, it was no wonder that I was suddenly ravenously hungry by evening. I had already devoured the soup when she offered a steaming chunk of campbread that had been cooked around a green stick. I was startled to find a small dollop of stewed plum in it, for that had been my father’s trick.
‘All right, tell us about the wolf,’ Swallow said, coming to sit by me with his own bowl of soup. Analivia sat down beside Dameon and Ahmedri came to sit cross-legged on the bare ground on the other side of the fire.
‘The pack leader saw a vision of us all travelling to a Beforetime city that stands on a white plain,’ I began.
‘It sounds like the city that the Beforetimer Jacob Obernewtyn sought,’ Analivia observed, to my astonishment. Then I realised she had probably heard Garth and the other teknoguilders discussing Jacob’s journal.
‘I believe it is,’ I said, and ate my campbread, leaving the others to talk about the journal and Jacob, until Swallow turned back to ask me what else the wolf had said.
‘There were some things I did not understand well enough to relate, but I will question him further as we travel,’ I said.
‘Did he at least say why we have to go to this Beforetime city?’ Analivia asked.
‘He did not, but I know why,’ I said. ‘Jacob took something there with him when he left Obernewtyn that I will need to deal with Sentinel. Until I read the journal, I always expected to find it at Obernewtyn or somewhere in the valley about Obernewtyn.’
‘You speak of Cassandra’s key,’ Analivia said. She looked at the others. ‘Garth told me it was a love token that Hannah Seraphim gave Jacob Obernewtyn, but how strange that it should be a key that you would need for your quest.’
I did not want to begin talking of Hannah or Cassandra now, so I merely nodded. Eventually I would have to tell them how the Beforetimers were linked to my quest, and about the Agyllians, and I wondered how they would respond when they learned that their dream voice belonged to a bird, moreover a bird that had died before we began our journey.
Despite the dramatic arrival of the wolves, my spirits had risen because I had done what Atthis had told Maruman I must do; I had convinced the wolves to go with us, and the pack leader knew the way to the Beforetime city. Once again knowledge had come to me at the very moment I needed it, and I told myself that here was proof, yet again, that no matter how impossible things seemed, a way would open that would enable me to proceed, so long as I was willing. The pack leader said he had seen darkness beyond the city, but there might be many reasons for that, the simplest being that his vision had not extended beyond our arrival in the Beforetime city. At the least, it could be taken as a warning to be careful when we approached the city and its unknown denizens.
‘You have not yet said what went on between the wolves,’ Dameon reminded me gently.
‘Yes, I thought the older female was going to tear your throat out,’ Analivia added.
Before I could respond, Gavyn and the pale ridgeback Rasial emerged from the night with Darga. Maruman opened his yellow eye to regard them briefly, then curled back to sleep. The boy wore loose pants, light woven shoes and a coat that hung open to reveal a wrongly tied vest. He had no shirt, his hair was unbrushed and there was a streak of dirt on his face. He cast off a hempen forage bag that bulged with whatever he had collected, hardly seeming to notice any of us, though when Analivia handed him a bowl of soup and set down some campbread for the dog, he gave her his vague sweet smile before squatting and gulping down the soup hungrily.
Rasial ignored the bread and came to fix me with her pale eyes.
‘Greetings Innle,’ she sent as coldly as ever.
Her manner lit a chilly flame of anger in me. ‘You told me once that you had come to Obernewtyn to seek your death,’ I beastspoke her. ‘You did not find it there, but I think you will find it on this journey. Have you considered what will happen to the boy?’
‘The oldOne came to me in a dream and showed me how to come to thisplace. She bade me wait for the blind funaga and bring him here to wait for you / Innle. The cub shared the dream.’ She sniffed the air and nar-rowed her eyes. ‘Wolves have been here.’
‘They have and they will return to lead us,’ I said, wanting to ask what she meant by the boy sharing her dream, but Rasial had already turned away, her eyes seeking out Gavyn. Having finished his meal the boy had wandered down to the lake. He was just visible at the outer edge of the light cast by the fire, hurling stones into the water. Watching the big white dog pad down to the pebble shore to stretch out beside him, great paws just short of the edge of the water, it struck me that she could no more bear to be parted from him than he would let himself be parted from her. Was the closeness of their bond connected to what the ridgeback had said about the boy sharing her dream? I thought of how I had seen them gazing raptly into one another’s eyes on the farms some weeks past and wondered again what I would see were I to look at them with spirit-eyes.
At last the sun set and the moon rose. It looked like a worn silver coin above the high sharp peaks surrounding the valley. A thin blanket of mist that had arisen from the lake turned silver in the moonlight as we finished loading the horses, then all of us stood about the fire restlessly, talking in nervous fits and starts and looking expectantly out into the darkness every time there was a sound.
Gavyn gave a hooting cry and we all turned to see the little owl that he had won from Kella winging across the lake towards him, her white feathers glowing in the moonlight. She uttered her own hooting call as she flew down to close her small talons on the boy’s outstretched arm. Rasial had risen and sniffed at the bird who endured it without alarm. Belatedly it struck me that it was this owl that I had seen the night before, flying across the face of the moon.
‘Tell us more of the wolves,’ Dameon suggested, when we had turned back to the fire again. ‘Why were they so full of anger and sorrow?’
I pushed my hands into my pockets. ‘The old wolf that ran off and the she-wolf that led the pack before Rheagor came wanted to kill me, because I am what they call a dinrai. That means a human who can reach the minds of beasts. They loathe us because Ariel was a dinrai and he used his Talent to capture their cubs. The two old wolves were taken captive with the rest of their litter, and held at Obernewtyn before the two of them escaped.’
‘Who is Ariel?’ Analivia said.
I asked Dameon to explain to the others who Ariel was, but after he had done so, he turned his blind eyes to me, and said, ‘Do you mean to say that Ariel was a beastspeaker, as well as empath and coercer?’
‘As far as I can tell, dinrai means any human who can touch the mind of a beast,’ I told him. ‘Ariel was not a beastspeaker, but I think that, like Darius, his empathy – twisted as it is – could reach beasts and he used it instinctively to help capture them. Of course once he had them, his defective empathy made him slake his desire to cause pain by torturing them. I doubt he used his Talents consciously on the wolves, though. I think he had little knowledge or control over them when he was at Obernewtyn.’
Analivia opened her mouth but something in my expression made her close it without speaking and I went on, ‘It is time now for you to make up your minds whether you truly mean to go with me. You see, the pack leader told me that he saw us travelling over glowing Blacklands to reach this city on the white plain and it seems that it is guarded by a people called the efari, who captured the wolf that later escaped and found his way to the mountains where he founded the Brildane. Obviously that is how the wolves know the way there.’
‘Efari means bright ones,’ Darga sent, and I relayed this to the others.
‘Garth said Jacob scribed that he had dreamed of a city where shining people dwelt. But what can that mean?’ Analivia asked.
‘At the least it means that the city is inhabited,’ Dameon murmured. ‘But why capture a wolf?’
‘What I would like to know is how we are supposed to cross glowing Blacklands without dying of taint sickness,’ Swallow said.
‘That is why I am asking you to decide whether you will go on with me,’ I said sombrely. ‘You see the pack leader told me that many of his wolves will perish on this journey, and humans as well. On the other hand, the wolf that escaped survived crossing the Blacklands and established the Brildane so maybe there is some less tainted way that the wolves will lead us. Maybe they can actually smell where there is weak taint.’
‘That makes sense, for the wolf would not lead his whole pack out if they are going to perish,’ Swallow said.
‘The pack goes where its leader goes, maybe,’ Dameon suggested, ‘for he did say wolves would die.’
‘What happens after we get to this city?’ Analivia asked.
I looked at all of them, even silent Ahmedri hanging back a little, and Gavyn, who had come closer to the fire to sit on a rock and croon at the tiny owl perched on his knee. Rasial was crunching at a tough heel of bread Analivia had put down for her.
I said, ‘Rheagor told me that beyond the city is a great darkness.’
‘We can’t die there because you still have to deal with Sentinel,’ Analivia insisted.
‘Elspeth does,’ Dameon said with gentle pointedness.
‘Isn’t what the wolf saw likely to mean that he will die in the city?’ Swallow suggested.
‘It might mean anything,’ I said impatiently. ‘The point I am trying to make is that the way I will go will be perilous. Knowing this, you must decide for yourselves whether or not you will go with me.’
‘The wolf saw us travelling with the pack?’ Ahmedri asked, before anyone else could speak. I nodded reluctantly. He shrugged. ‘Then we know what we chose.’
There was a finality in the tribesman’s words that silenced us, and when he went to his grey mare, Swallow went too and began to check the fastenings on the packs and saddlebags while Analivia looked around the campsite to make sure we had left nothing behind. The owl flapped away and Gavyn wandered back down to the lake to watch her circling it, with Rasial as his pale shadow.
I noticed Dameon stood facing them and I suddenly remembered that I had meant to ask the empath about the pair when he returned to Obernewtyn. ‘What do you feel when you are close to Rasial and Gavyn?’ I asked him softly.
‘In truth it is very hard to feel anything about one or the other, because their emotions overlap so intimately.’ He nodded towards the lake. ‘I know from the reactions of the others that this Skylake is beautiful to look upon and yet somehow I do not like the feel of it.’
‘You are wise and sensitive, my friend,’ I said. ‘The lake was once a storage place for deadly Beforetime weapons. In a past-dream, I saw great flat doors where the lake now stands. They opened and weapons flew out like a flock of deadly birds. The doors did not close again and I think gradually the rain made a lake of the opening, drowning all that lay beneath.’
Dameon said nothing, and I wondered why he had been dragged into my quest. Or any of them, save maybe Swallow. The tribesman was canny enough but he had his own reasons for travelling that had nothing to do with my quest. Analivia was clever and quick witted but she had no Talents, and Gavyn was a strange, distant boy with little ability to relate to human beings let alone the wit to understand what I was trying to do. What had the oldOnes been thinking when they had summoned these five?
‘They come,’ Maruman sent, and I looked up to see the wolf pack flowing around the rim of the mist-swathed lake towards us, fur in all shades from white to dark grey, limned silver at the tip by moonlight, their eyes shining pale with a flash of red at the centre. They were so beautiful and terrible that my skin rose up into goose flesh.


23

There were seventeen male wolves and fourteen females, some little more than cubs, but there were no very old wolves. Descantra was the eldest and I saw no sign of Gobor One Ear. There were no young cubs either, and though it might just be the season, it might also be that the pack had split. Certainly I had reckoned there to be more of them when Descantra and Gobor had led them to the Skylake. Had some refused to go with Rheagor, or had he commanded them to stay?
The pack leader came to me. ‘Come tha and tha pack follow,’ he commanded, and turned to lope away. There was a little flurry of activity as we hastened to mount up and follow the wolves. Analivia rode behind Swallow on Sendari and Ahmedri rode behind them alone. He had offered to have Gavyn ride with him, but the boy had refused, setting off at a loose, easy run after the wolves, his face wreathed in delight. Rasial bounded by his side, red tongue lolling. I rode behind on Gahltha, and Darga loped beside us. Maruman lay across my shoulders, sinking in his claws, and Dameon brought up the rear on Faraf. High overhead, the owl soared and dipped.
We were headed back towards the gorge at the southern end of the valley when some impulse made me turn to look back. The mist had thinned and now the Skylake lay still as glass beyond the trees. Two pale stone mountain peaks rising sharply above the rim of the crater caught the moonlight, and reflected in the water, they looked like nothing so much as the horns of some vast dark animal.
And Jacob’s journal had spoken of horns …
We led the horses over the rubble and into the defile, then the wolf led the way along it until, close to morning, we were standing once more above the valley and looking into it. Bathed in the subtle radiance of moonlight, the lake had an eldritch air. The others stopped to gaze down into it in wonderment, for they had entered the valley from the east and so had not seen it from above.
‘It looks like an eye,’ Analivia muttered and Ahmedri made a warding-off gesture towards her that I had sometimes seen tribesmen make, though never, I thought, Bruna or Jakoby.
The wolves continued north, leading us up a low slope to a higher slope. The latter was very steep, but there was another remnant of a Beforetime road cut into it, which eased our passage, though it was narrow enough that we had to travel single file. Now that I had recognised these flat broken-edged ledges as the remnants of roads, I could not see them as anything else, but the others, who evidently had not encountered any such roads on their journeys to the valley of the Skylake, merely marvelled at the flatness of the stone.
I was debating how to tell them what I had guessed when Dameon suddenly commented that the way was so smooth we might be walking on a road. Then the others stared about with thunderstruck expressions much as I must have done when I had realised the truth. For the remainder of the night they speculated endlessly about the road and why the Beforetimers would build such a thing in the middle of the mountains. Curiously, although Dameon took part in the conversation, he did not mention my past-dream about the Skylake, which would have given one very good reason why the road might have been constructed. Perhaps he thought I had told him in confidence.
We continued northward for the remainder of the night, although I had half expected that the wolves would lead us east, which would be the quickest route out of the mountains and down to the Blacklands. But it might be that the city that was our immediate destination lay a good deal further north, in which case it made sense to stick to the mountains, where there was untainted ground. It might even be that we were to traverse the whole of the range to its distant and unknown end, before descending to the Blacklands to find a city that lay even further north. That was not a prospect I relished, for the mountains further along the range were higher than any I had climbed, and they were said to be completely tainted besides. But even if the taint was less than I had heard, and there were Beforetime roads to ease our passage, it would be very cold and we would have to contend with snow.
The sky was growing lighter in the east and the stars were beginning to fade when the Beforetime road ended abruptly under another great rock fall, and the way beyond it was broken and difficult to negotiate by moonlight. The ruddy flush of dawn was showing in the east and firing on the peaks of the highest mountains by the time we made our way down the side of a narrow canyon that had looked as dark as a river of shadow from a distance. I found myself yawning repeatedly and struggling to keep my eyes open as we reached the bottom of the gorge and continued along it. I was not especially tired, having slept well the previous afternoon, but I was not accustomed to staying awake all night.
The canyon widened into a gorge carpeted in a thick, soft, white lichen of a sort I had never seen before. At first sight, I thought snow had fallen, even though the gorge was too well protected by the surrounding peaks for it to be snow. Once again I thought we might turn west, for there were many canyons running away from the gorge in that direction, but Rheagor merely led us to where a narrow cascade spilled down the grey stone wall of the gorge into a stream that flowed away down a narrow ravine. Darga went to drink from the stream and the others did the same, but Rheagor made his uncomfortable contact and bade me and my pack rest and sleep for the day. He and the wolf pack would return at dusk. He added that if we wished to continue, we should go along the water-filled ravine beside the fall and then head north. He would be able to find us by tracking our scent.
Before he could sever the connection between us, I asked quickly how many days he thought it would be before we went down from the mountains to cross the glowing Blacklands.
‘Many days,’ he sent, and then he broke contact and loped purposefully back the way we had come, the other wolves streaming after him.
‘Wonderful,’ I said drily.
Swallow came to stand by me, yawning widely. ‘I gather we are to stop. I cannot say I am sorry. This walking all night will take some getting used to. Should we take the packs off the horses?’
I nodded absently. Once unburdened, the horses refused the oats Swallow offered, Gahltha explaining that the white lichen was very good to eat. When the horses wandered off to graze in a little herd, Ahmedri built a modest fire with swift skill and a small tinder box, and made a drink with herbs that gave off a strong, strange scent. Filling a mug, he offered it to Analivia, saying the brew would help us relax so that we could sleep, even though the sun was rising. She drank, wrinkled her nose and then shrugged and finished it.
‘I had better have one as well because I need to sleep,’ Dameon said, stifling a yawn. ‘If it was not for Faraf flicking me with her tail, I would have fallen off sound asleep a half dozen times already.’
I regarded him sympathetically, seeing how it might be a good deal harder to stay awake when one could not look about. In the end, we all drank, and it was only as I finished the bitter dregs of the draught that I realised with dismay that Gavyn and Rasial were missing.
‘Do not fear,’ Gahltha sent, responding to my consternation before I could even voice it. ‘They are only back in the canyon. The funaga pup found something that interests him, but Rasial is with him and she will watch over him.’
‘He has not had anything to eat,’ I objected.
‘The dog hunts/the boy forages,’ Gahltha sent.
I decided I was too tired to waste so much energy in worrying. Lying down on the soft lichen with a sigh, I thought how very pleasant it was. The lichen had a delicate scent I had not noticed before, either. I gazed up at the sky listening to the others conversing as they prepared a meal, and wondering how long it would take us to grow accustomed to being nocturnal. Maruman stepped up onto my belly and stretched out to sleep. I lifted my head and stared at him indignantly, but he stared me down. I noticed Analivia hiding a grin as she turned back to continue her conversation with Dameon and Swallow.
‘If this city Jacob dreamed about was inhabited by people who had lived there since the Beforetime, we would surely know about it,’ the empath told her.
‘Unless they chose to keep themselves apart,’ Swallow said. ‘Imagine what it would be like to have lived beyond the end of your world. If they had any means of seeing how the new world had turned out, the sight of the Herders and the Council, not to mention the Gadfian slavers, would hardly have enticed them into wanting to make contact.’
‘I hope you are wrong,’ Dameon said. ‘Because if you are right about them rejecting the world, they are not likely to welcome visitors with open arms.’
‘If they are Beforetimers, they might have healing skills so superior that they can even heal taint sickness,’ Analivia said. Then after a little pause she added, ‘It might also be that only a few people live there. Garth told me once that cities were often the targets when the Beforetimers warred. Maybe most of the inhabitants fled and these efari are just the ones that stayed behind.’
I was beginning to see why Garth and Fian liked Analivia. She thought and talked like a teknoguilder and she appeared to have taken in many of Garth’s convictions, for all her fights with the Teknoguildmaster.
‘No one would deliberately make war on cities full of people who were not warriors,’ Swallow scoffed. ‘Think of all the children and old folk and innocent beasts who would have perished.’
Analivia shrugged. ‘It sounds appalling to me, too, but Garth said that when one of the Beforetime powers was at war with another, it was judged by their leaders that all of their people were at war, whether or not they fought or even wanted to fight.’
‘That still does not tell us anything about the efari,’ Swallow said. ‘What sort of people would stay behind if they thought a city would be destroyed?’
‘Maybe those who had to stay,’ Analivia suggested.
‘What door does Cassandra’s key fit?’ Dameon asked. He had turned to me, sensing that I was listening. I sat up cross-legged, and lifted the now slumbering Maruman gently into my lap.
‘I don’t think it can be a key such as would unlock a door,’ I said. ‘I already have a device that is supposed to unlock all doors that stand between me and Sentinel.’
‘But what is a key that does not unlock a door?’ Swallow asked curiously.
‘There were many things called keys in the Beforetime,’ I said. ‘One of the small parts of a computermachine is called a key, and tapping on it allows you to communicate with a computermachine. That is called keying. A code is also a kind of key. That can be numbers or words that need to be said or keyed to make a computermachine listen to you. And even in our time, a key can be an answer to a puzzle as well as the code to let you read a map correctly.’
‘So this Cassandra’s key could be anything,’ Analivia said. ‘How will we know how to find it then, and how will you know how to use it when you come to Sentinel?’ Before I could speak, her face cleared. ‘But of course, the voice will speak in your dreams!’ In that moment she reminded me very much of the farseeker Matthew.
‘We must hope the key is with Jacob Obernewtyn’s body, gruesome as that sounds,’ Swallow said. ‘And that he is in a grave with his name scribed on it, though I do not much relish digging up his bones.’
‘What I wonder is why Hannah Seraphim made Jacob promise to keep the key with him,’ Dameon mused. ‘It is almost as if she knew it was important to you.’
‘And where did she get it in the first place? That’s what I’d like to know,’ Swallow asked.
‘Probably from the place where the Beforetime Misfits were being held captive,’ Analivia suggested. ‘Garth told me she was very concerned about accidents with weaponmachines which had been happening but which she did not think were accidents at all.’
I stared at her, fascinated. Naive she might be, but she was clever too, and capable of putting bits of information together to give her answers. In this case it was the right answer but the wrong reasoning. I said, ‘There is much I need to tell you about my quest, but I could not tell it all at once, even if there was the time for it. But while we wait for the food to finish cooking, I will tell you of Cassandra.’
They all turned their faces avidly towards me, and I felt as if I were about to perform a storysong.
‘I am almost certain that Cassandra is the younger of the two Beforetime women that you dreamed of when you came to the valley of the Skylake, Ana, the ones gazing at a computermachine. The older woman was Hannah Seraphim.’ Analivia’s eyes widened in astonishment, but I went on before she could speak. ‘It was Cassandra who gifted the key to Hannah before it was ever given to Jacob. That is why it is called Cassandra’s key. It was also Cassandra who first alerted Hannah about the Before time Misfits being held in secret captivity. The reason Cassandra knew about them was because her father ran the Beforetime institution where they were being held captive. It was the same place where Sentinel was being developed. I don’t know how she acquired the key, but I think that the imprisoned Beforetime Misfits helped her.’
‘What a strange coincidence that the Beforetime Misfits were being held in the same place as Sentinel was being developed,’ Swallow murmured.
‘Not really,’ I said. ‘You see the Misfits were captured so that Govamen could find out if their Talents could be used as weapons, and Sentinel was being developed to try to find a way to control people with weapons. The only trouble is that the people developing it had ties to the weaponmakers of the Beforetime.’
There was a silence as they digested this, then Analivia said, ‘But if they were making Sentinel to take control of weapons why develop Misfits as weapons in secret?’
‘I doubt we will ever understand their reasoning,’ I said.
‘Was it the Misfits who told Cassandra about Hannah and Obernewtyn?’ Analivia suddenly asked. Seeing Swallow’s puzzled look, she explained. ‘Fian once told me that some of the Beforetime Misfits who used Obernewtyn as a refuge had been stolen from a place where Hannah Seraphim worked, the original Reichler Clinic.’ She gave me a questioning look and when I nodded, continued. ‘Garth told me about it, too. He is very interested in Hannah Seraphim.’
‘Say obsessed and be done with it,’ Dameon muttered and I had to laugh, but Swallow interrupted to say that the food was ready. He had cooked something fragrant and spicy, and now he handed out bowls of it. I took mine, thanking him, and as if by unspoken consent, no one spoke of my quest or Cassandra. Instead, Swallow began earnestly discussing the virtues of various spices and herbs with Ahmedri.
Gavyn wandered into camp just as we were finishing and Swallow gave a bowl to the boy and the pot to Rasial. When they had finished, the boy unceremoniously stretched out to sleep, using the ridgeback as a pillow. I left the others to relieve myself and when I returned I saw that the dog’s enormous paws were twitching as she dreamed. When I noticed the boy’s eyelids were flickering rapidly too, I wondered what they were dreaming about. When I returned to the fire, Analivia urged me to continue telling them about Cassandra as Ahmedri prepared yet another herbal drink, which he claimed would aid our digestion.
I drew a deep breath and said, ‘You mentioned before how odd it was that Hannah Seraphim gave the key I would need to Jacob, but in fact, Cassandra gave it to her because they knew I would need it. You see Hannah was a Misfit with a strong futuretelling Talent and she futuretold the Great White. She told Cassandra what she had seen. It was some time later that Cassandra developed her own futuretelling Talent. We have found at Obernewtyn that futuretelling is one of the Talents more likely to manifest later in life. Hannah began by thinking she could do something to prevent the Great White, but at some point she discovered that it could not be stopped. Maybe that was when she dreamed of one who would be born long after the Great White in one of the few places in the world that had not been destroyed, and who would have the potential to prevent a second and more complete Great White. Me. So she and Cassandra made a pact to prepare all that I would need. Hannah foresaw a lot of my life and that enabled them to see what I would do, so that they could leave messages and other things for me. But in the case of Cassandra’s key, Hannah made a mistake. She foresaw a future in which the key would be buried with her and Jacob at Obernewtyn, but in the future that came to pass, she was far from Obernewtyn when the Great White came, and because of that, years later, Jacob left Obernewtyn and took the key with him.’
‘She must have told him why the key mattered if they were in love,’ Analivia said.
Despite everything, I had to repress a smile at how thoroughly the lowland woman had absorbed Garth’s certainties. ‘We know Jacob loved Hannah because he scribed of it in the journal but we have no way of knowing if she returned his love. Yet they were true and deep friends and it is my belief that she told Jacob that it was vitally important. Unfortunately she did not tell him to leave it at Obernewtyn.’
‘Did Hannah see what caused the first Great White?’ Swallow asked. ‘I have always wondered.’
‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘It is my belief that it happened because something went wrong when the people who created Sentinel tested it. Certainly, not long before the Great White, Govamen was ready to test Sentinel. That is, the original Sentinel developed in the same place as the Misfits were held. Once it had proven itself, there was another computer with the complete Sentinel program situated in a remote and well-fortified compound that was supposed to be the permanent Sentinel. But because of the Great White, that Sentinel still sleeps, waiting to be awakened. It is only a guess of course, but I think that is the Sentinel I am meant to find.’
I looked at Analivia, who had seen visions of the devastation that would result if I failed, and saw that she was pale to the lips. The others all began to ask questions which I answered as best I could without venturing into other areas which would require long explanations. Finally, I fell silent and let them speculate to their hearts’ content about Cassandra and Hannah Seraphim, Sentinel and the Great White and the Balance of Terror weapons. I was conscious they were assuming that I had received my knowledge from the same anonymous voice in my dreams that had led them to me. None of them had yet wondered whose voice it was, so I had not told them. Nor did I tell them that my dreams had come directly from the mindstream as visions of Cassy and Hannah in the Beforetime, though never yet Jacob. There were so many things that would have to be told, but aside from being tired of talking, I felt again a weary reluctance to tell them the secrets I had guarded for so long.
When they fell silent, I took up the last subject they had been worrying at. ‘I don’t know where the weapons are – likely in many different locations. Nor do I know where the Balance of Terror computer is, which controls them. My quest concerns Sentinel. I have to get to it and I have to make sure it can never set off the Balance of Terror weaponmachines. The difficulty is that Sentinel was created to be impervious to human manipulation or control. But I think that is where Cassandra’s key will come in.’ I noticed Ahmedri, who had doled out his potion – this one rather more pleasant than the first – had stretched out a little way from the fire and closed his eyes, but I had no doubt that he was listening.
Dameon said pensively, ‘Hannah must have been an astonishingly powerful futureteller to be able to see so far into the future to know that you would need the key, even if she did wrongly see where it would be.’
‘She was powerful,’ I said. ‘But so was Cassandra. She left messages for me in the Land in the form of great heavy carvings that would be unlikely to be moved and were impervious to erosion but she had to make the messages cryptic so I was the only one who would understand them. Somehow she saw enough of my life to be able to do that. I think she got the idea after she made a sculpture to gift to the Reichler Clinic Reception Centre, which Hannah had established in Newrome. She hid the key in the sculpture, and sent it to the Reception Centre. I think in the end the sculpture was a message of commitment to Hannah, as well as a means of getting the key to her, because in a way, I was the subject.’
‘Ye gods! You are speaking of the glass statue that once stood in the Reichler Clinic Reception Centre in drowned Newrome!’ Analivia said, half starting up in her excitement. ‘Fian told me you dived down to see the rest of it after you saw the head that had broken off, because it looked like you!’
I gave a soft laugh. ‘You cannot imagine the strangeness of seeing my own face on a statue carved in the Beforetime.’
‘It would be a queer thing, truly,’ Analivia said.
Swallow said nothing and there was a pensive look on his face that made me wonder if he had guessed yet that Cassandra had become the first D’rekta of the Twentyfamilies. Seeing that Analivia and Dameon were eager for more, I got out Jacob’s journal, suggesting that Analivia read it aloud to the others. As she began to read, I moved a little apart and lay down again, pulling my blanket over me.
The wolves returned at dusk and, making no apology for their tardiness, Rheagor bade us follow them. By the time the moon was directly overhead, we were threading our way along a stony gully running north-east between two mountains streaked with white taint. The stones were speckled with white too, and it seemed to me they glowed slightly, though that might only have been a reflection of the moonlight. Darga had pronounced the gully tainted, but Rheagor had insisted that the taint was very weak. This told me that the wolves did have the ability not just to discern taint but to judge its virulence. It must be this ability that would enable them to lead us safely across the graag. Jak had explained to me once that few Blacklands territories were uniformly poisonous. There were places where the taint was less or had faded and other places where it would be concentrated.
I believed that we would take no great harm from the pale gully, given Rheagor’s assurance, nevertheless it reminded me unpleasantly of the Silent Vale and I was very glad when the wolves led us up a scree slope to a low peak that turned out to be the beginning of a ridgeline connecting a row of peaks that ended in a long spur. This ran eventually to a high saddle between two immense mountains in the east.
A steady chill wind blew all that night as we made our way along the ridgeline. The sound of it whining sullenly through gaps in the rocks was unnerving, especially since occasionally the wind would utter a bloodcurdling shriek that sounded like the cry of a woman. The moon was fattening, and rode in the sky most of the night, clouds flying across its face like tattered black rags. It was a good deal colder, too, for we were higher now, and we were all glad when the pink of dawn stained the sky.
The wind was still blowing hard and I saw great banks of purple to the north that had the look of snow clouds. We were not far from the final ascent to the saddle, which was even longer than it had looked from afar.
Rheagor bade us climb up to the top and wait there until he and the wolves returned. Once more, he gave me no chance to ask questions before leading the pack down the side of the ridge we had just traversed. When I told the others what he had said, Swallow suggested we wait until the sun rose a good bit higher before we tackled the climb, since there was no great haste now the wolves had left us, and this early it was like to be wet and slippery if not sheened in ice.
‘It will be midday before the sun strikes the spur, if it shines long enough,’ I objected, gesturing to the clouds. ‘Better to have the climb over with before they spill whatever is in their belly.’
In the end we decided to rest for at least an hour or two and then make the climb, because Analivia had pointed out that Rasial and Gavyn had again fallen behind. Indeed there was no sign of them anywhere on the ridgeline, which meant they were a good few hours behind us. Ahmedri did manage to light a fire despite the wind, and produce a small mug each of a truly foul tisane, which he said would strengthen us for the climb. He promised to prepare a proper meal once we had got through the pass, and then he and Analivia and Swallow again fell to discussing herbal preparations. I left them to walk a little way back along the ridge.
I was determined to try farseeking Rasial, despite the fact that my senses buzzed with the nearness of tainted ground. Rheagor had said none of it was strong enough to cause us any trouble, and so I might be able to push through it.
Gahltha came after me, nibbling at tufts of lichen that Darga had pronounced free of taint. He insisted that there was no need for me to worry about Rasial or the boy. Maruman had said the same thing but I was too anxious to heed them. I summoned a probe and farsought the ridgeback. To my surprise and relief, Rasial was quite close. She and the boy were not visible because Gavyn had found a ledge path that snaked along the side of the ridgeline.
I saw this much before Rasial ejected me so forcefully from her mind that it made me feel sick.
‘I warned you,’ Maruman sneered, as I returned to the windblown raggedy little fire.
I said nothing, but as soon as they arrived, I insisted that we pack up and make the climb to the saddle, for I was worried about the clouds collecting overhead. They had grown steadily darker and the wind was colder than it had been when we had first arrived. I did not want to wait any longer since it would be a far more difficult climb if we had to do it in the rain. No one objected, for it was not pleasant or restful perched on the bare mountainside with the wind blowing fiercely. Swallow went up first with Dameon roped between him and Analivia. I came behind them with Darga and Maruman, and Ahmedri came last, with Rasial and Gavyn. But the boy was swift and nimble and in no time he had scrambled past the rest of us to take the lead, Rasial in his wake. We had left the horses to come up last, for they would need to get up speed for some of the steeper stretches. It was a hard climb, not so much because occasionally the angle of the spur sharpened, but because of the relentless, harrying wind. Gavyn alone had seemed untroubled by it and he and the she-dog reached the pass and vanished long before the rest of us. I could only hope Rasial would make sure Gavyn did not wander off while we completed the ascent, but I did not make the mistake of trying to farseek her again.
‘Gnawing,’ Maruman observed scornfully, and leapt ahead as well.
Glumly, I stopped to rest, telling myself he was right. Even if Gavyn had not seemed perfectly able to take care of himself, Rasial was devoted to the boy and would not allow anything to harm him. I wondered suddenly if they had been deliberately falling behind to avoid the wolves. Now that I thought about it, I realised that ever since the wolves had joined us, Rasial and Gavyn had lagged well behind in the night and rejoined us after the pack had departed for the day. Then they would stay with us until the wolves returned. It was the ridgeback’s doing, I was sure, because the cubs always appeared to be attracted to Gavyn, and although he did not seek them out he certainly seemed to enjoy their play. The older wolves clearly disapproved. They would snap at the cubs to drive them back from the boy, but they did so without showing any aggression or malice towards Gavyn. It was as if they perceived him to be a danger, but a passive one, such as a frozen lake or a cliff edge. It was different with Rasial. The wolves raised their hackles and bared their teeth whenever the ridgeback chanced to come too close, regardless of the fact that she was female and offered no challenge. Rheagor alone ignored her but then he seemed to ignore most things. I would have assumed the wolves were shunning Rasial because she had aligned herself with funaga, except that they paid little attention to Darga or even to Maruman, who hissed and swore at any wolf that looked sideways at him.
I might have asked Rheagor about it, but he never gave me any opportunity to question him. When I did manage to ask him something before he cut me off, his answer was always terse and utterly uninformative. Clearly he had no intention of altering his stance towards humans, whether or not he had decided to help me in my quest.
It was close to midday before we had all reached the saddle. It was windier than ever at the top for the land fell steeply away on the other side to a tumble of boulders and broken stone far below. But the nearest mountain to the north crumpled sideways as if it wanted to touch foreheads with the mountain forming the southern side of the saddle, leaving an opening that would have looked natural if solid stone had not been shaped into a perfect arched doorway. It was not a doorway such as one might find in a house. It was big enough for a carriage to pass through and deep enough to be a short tunnel, yet beyond this grandiose entrance lay only a small plateau. It was flat, as if it had been shaped by the machines of the Beforetimers, but to what purpose?
We all wondered again at the strangeness of the Beforetimers, as we passed through the archway and went down to the plateau. I was baffled to see that it was raining hard on the other side, but the moment I stepped out onto the plateau, the rain stopped. Only when I turned to look back at it did I see that the rain was a cascade of water running down from above and dropping past the opening. When he came through, I asked Darga if the water was clean and he agreed that it was.
I was relieved because we had passed several rills in the night that Rheagor had rejected, and I had been afraid we might have come to the end of clean water. That I had not worried at the matter told me how differently I saw this journey from any other I had made. I would never have set off on a farseeker expedition without knowing I had enough water and food for myself and my companions, human and beast, or certain knowledge of where more might be acquired. But my quest had always required me to proceed with little or no information and a good deal of faith. In a strange way, I felt the mountains were testing both my resolve and my faith in my quest.
I turned from the weeping archway and gasped, for now I could see that the small plateau offered a truly spectacular view across a great wide chasm, at the bottom of which, far below, glittered the bright thread of a river. High, snow-capped mountains marched northward along the other side of the chasm, snow blowing in long white plumes from their summits. On the eastern side of the chasm, spread out below the plateau, was a great long vale of low peaks. Over it all arched the endless sky, and even the gathering clouds could not detract from the spectacle.
I could not see to the east because the mountain upon which we stood rose up beside the plateau, as did the mountains huddled either side. I could see no obvious descent, save to climb down the cliff below the plateau, and even if we humans could manage it, the horses could not. Most likely the wolves had led us here because it was out of the wind and there was grass for the horses and clean water. But I hoped we would not have to climb back down the spur when night fell.
The others had begun to set up camp in a hollow to the right of the gate, while I stood gazing at the view. Ahmedri was already lighting a fire in readiness for cooking the meal he had promised. It was always the way with expeditions that people would swiftly fall into roles and routines that suited their skills. No one had elected Ahmedri fire lighter, yet he was better at it than anyone else, and he and Swallow cooked most often, because they were better at it than the rest of us. I bestirred myself and went to help Swallow unpack the horses so that they could graze unencumbered.
Gavyn took no part in any preparation of food, although he often had something in his hempen bag that he had found while foraging. Today it was birds’ eggs, Analivia announced with delight when he had carelessly handed a sack to her. I thought the birds whose nests he had raided would be a good deal less delighted, but Maruman had vanished the moment we reached the plateau and I had no doubt he too was seeking eggs and the birds that had laid them. Now the boy was lying asleep on the bare stone, hands outflung, palms facing the sky so that the fingers curled loosely upward. He looked very young and I found myself wishing I had been able to prevent him coming. It was bad enough to bring the others into danger, but they were adults, beast and human, and had chosen to come. Gavyn had chosen only to accompany Rasial. He could not possibly understand the significance of what I had to do, or the dangers inherent in the journey I was undertaking.
‘The boy understands more than you know,’ Darga sent.
I turned to look at the big solemn dog, but Analivia was coming towards me. She looked down at Gavyn and said softly, ‘He is very strange. Do you notice how the wolf cubs quest at him when the adults don’t stop them, as if he were a long lost brother?’
‘I have noticed,’ I said. ‘He has a wild enthralling ability that is probably affecting them. No doubt they can’t block it as the adult wolves can, who strive to keep the young ones away from him.’
We had eaten and cleaned up when sunlight suddenly shafted brilliantly down through a widening gap that had opened up in the darkening clouds which all but covered the sky. I had not realised until then how dark it had become. We all lolled by the fire for a time in companionable silence, enjoying the sun, then Analivia offered to read some more of Jacob’s journal to the others. I left them to it and went up to the weeping archway to fill the water bottles. It was a tedious business because, although the ground about the arch was sodden, the water did not pool anywhere, so I had to catch it falling. I was halfway through the gourd bottles when I heard a shout and turned to see Swallow beckoning urgently. Wondering if they had found something in the journal, I stoppered the bottle I had been filling, gathered the rest, filled and unfilled, and hurried to the hollow.
‘What is it?’ I asked, as Swallow took the bottles from me and handed them to an excited-looking Analivia.
‘I’ll show you,’ he said, and he took my hand and led me firmly to the furthermost northern edge of the plateau. Instead of looking down, Swallow took my shoulders and turned me directly east to face the mountains behind the plateau. Then he pointed to the narrow gap between them.
I gaped, for from this angle I could see that there was a stone bluff jutting out into the gap about halfway up the southern peak. Atop it was a building, the likes of which I had never seen before. It was too high for me to be able to make out much detail, but it had a round roof split through as if some giant with a sharp knife had cut a thin slice through the centre of a pie. The building was so white as to have been made from a block of snow, and with the sun shining directly on it and the dark stormy sky beyond the gap, it shone like a beacon.
‘It is the building Jacob scribed about,’ Analivia said eagerly, having come with the others to join us. ‘The Taillard Observatory. He said he needed to go there to see the dream city. It can’t be an accident that we have stumbled upon it!’
‘I am inclined to agree,’ I said, studying the face of the mountain under the bluff. There was a talus that would be easy enough to surmount, but the rest of the climb would be virtually straight up, unless we could go around the talus to find some easier ascent. I could see now why the Beforetimers had created such a gateway and smoothed the plateau. It was the way to the mysterious Observatory. But what was observed from it, other than mountains, and how had the Beforetimers climbed up to it?
‘I told you she would want to see it!’ Analivia said triumphantly to Swallow.
To my surprise, Dameon opposed the idea of climbing up to it, asking what need we had of seeing the city that was our destination, since the wolves meant to lead us there.
‘Rheagor has no love for us and is miserly with what he tells,’ I told him quietly. ‘He said his ancestor came across the graag to the mountains and I have no reason to doubt that is true, and that he knows what his ancestor knew. But consider this: was it mere chance or whim that made him bid us wait here instead of telling us to go on if we liked and the wolves would sniff out our trail?’
‘You think he meant you to see it?’ Dameon asked thoughtfully.
‘It is certainly a possibility. He might have seen it when he visioned. The question I would ask is why we need to see it, and the only way to find out is to go up there.’
After some talk, it was decided that Swallow, Ahmedri and I would make the climb. Analivia had pointed out that the tribesman was by far the best climber, other than Gavyn. Ahmedri had not taken part in the discussion and all he said was that we had better begin at once if we wanted to be back down before nightfall.
I was more concerned about the weather than dusk, for the clouds had closed over again and they had a bruised, ominous look.
As we made our preparations, Analivia said cheerfully that at least it would take a good deal less time to come down than to go up.
‘A climb down is sometimes harder than the climb up,’ Swallow warned, but Analivia chided him for being gloomy.
The landslide that had created the talus must have happened some time ago, for lichen grew liberally over the scree and broken stone. I had thought it would be simple to climb and it was, except from the plateau we had not seen what was beyond the mounded talus: a great deep cut between the two mountains. Swallow threw a stone into it and we listened, but did not hear it land. It ought not to have made any difference to us, since there was no need to go anywhere near the abyss, but I could not help picturing it as I climbed.
It was only when I stopped to catch my breath as I reached the top of the talus that I noticed Maruman had followed me. Since there was no stopping the cantankerous old cat from doing what he chose, I merely offered him my shoulder. He accepted with alacrity, whereupon I made the mistake of asking why he wanted to go up. His claws sank in deep enough to prick me through my vest for an answer. We had left off our coats, for they would be too bulky to climb in.
I looked up and discovered that I could now see only the bulge that was the bluff. The building atop it was completely obscured. I had never made such a steep climb and I thought again uneasily of the abyss.
Ahmedri went up first and alone, secured rope and sent it down for Swallow who scaled it and then half hauled me up to him as Ahmedri scaled the next stretch. Then he dropped down another rope for Swallow. We left the ropes tied in place for the descent. I could not have managed without them, for in one stretch the face of the mountain was so perpendicular it was as if a knife had cleaved through it. I could not think how the tribesman had scaled it without rope, for there were no sizeable juts or rocks sticking out that he could have used for foot or handholds. It was not until we had almost reached the bluff that I saw with incredulity the way that Ahmedri made a fist to secure his hands in the narrow cracks that criss-crossed the cliff face. Several times my heart was in my mouth as he raised himself up in that way, one arm sometimes bearing the whole weight of his body hanging from a fist he had jammed in a crevice. I could not imagine where in the desert lands he had learned such a skill, but even if I had been inclined to ask, I would have had no breath for it.
By the time we reached the lip of the bluff every muscle in my arms and legs was burning and I could do no more than crawl over it and scrabble away from the edge like a beetle before lying flat and resting my cheek gratefully on the smooth stone. Maruman stepped lightly from my shoulders, sat down neatly and began to wash himself thoroughly. It was several long minutes before I could summon the will or energy to lift my head and look at the building we had come to see, but when I did, it was so radiantly white in another errant beam of sunlight that I could not gaze at it for long.
‘Look,’ Swallow said for the second time that day, and I turned to see that he and Ahmedri were standing on the eastern edge of the bluff looking east. I got up on legs that trembled and went to join them. ‘I’d call it a twoday march to the edge of the range,’ Swallow said, glancing at Ahmedri.
He narrowed his eyes. ‘More like three, I’d say. If that is the way we are to go.’ He looked at me as if he expected me to speak, but instead, some impulse made me look down. My head spun as I saw the drop we had so laboriously ascended, and far below the abyss between the two mountains opened darkly like a gaping mouth.
Swallow put a casual hand on my shoulder and said, ‘I think that there used to be a way across the gap to that other mountain. Look at that flat place over there. That mound of broken stone forming the talus had to come from somewhere. Maybe it was a bridge.’ He knelt to examine the edge and announced triumphantly that something had broken away.
I gathered my wits and turned to look at the Taillard Observatory.
It was set atop a great stepped platform of the same white, very smooth stone as the building. I went up onto it, admiring the precision of the stone cuts and the angles. The building was centred on the platform so as to leave a terrace on all sides. It was beautiful and strange to my eyes, its walls rounded so there were no corners, and the roof was smooth and curved as an egg, save for the split I had seen from below. There was no glass in it, but some queer sort of machine stood just inside, blocking the way, so that it would be impossible to enter through it.
There was a door round the other side.
‘It’s locked,’ Swallow said.
I looked at the door, which seemed to be made of plast. There was a lever handle and a slot for a key under it. It did not look very complicated but, remembering the device set up on the door to Ariel’s chamber on Herder Isle, which had been set to explode if anyone tampered with the lock, I did not touch it. Standing well back and making the other two do the same, I formed a probe and delicately worked the lock with my mind.
‘Is it open?’ Swallow asked, and when I nodded, he reached past me to pull the lever. The door swung wide and we stepped into what seemed to be a single enormous circular chamber centred on a huge Beforetime machine fixed to the floor by massive metal and hard plast fittings. It was one part of this that was blocking the opening in the wall.
‘What did they observe here?’ Swallow murmured.
‘The moon,’ Maruman sent absurdly, casting a brief malevolent look at the slice of sky visible through the split in the roof before padding over to sniff at the giant device fixed to the floor.
‘Jacob scribed that these machines and devices would help him to locate the city of his dreams,’ I said. ‘Maybe this was built to let people look at other places.’ I thought for a bit then I said, ‘He seemed to think his dream city was a settlement that had grown since the Great White. Apparently there were a number of settlements east of the mountains in the Beforetime and he wanted to be sure it was the one he thought it was.’
‘Pellmar Quadrants,’ Swallow said, nodding.
I frowned, remembering something else. ‘He said Hannah had once visited it because she was interested in the research being done there.’ I looked at him. ‘I wonder what sort of research it was.’
He did not answer for he was watching Ahmedri, who had found a metal ladder set into the wall of the building, and was climbing it. When the Sadorian had reached the top, he looked down and called out that there was a walkway and it looked like there was another one above it.
‘The walls must be thick,’ I muttered, as Swallow followed the tribesman up the ladder. Examining the walls, I discovered there were sliding panels opening to small bedchambers, a little cook room, transparent bathing rooms and even one of the strange relieving chambers the Beforetimers had built. All of the cloth and paper had long since perished but there were several pots in the kitchen that were far lighter than those sold by jacks in the Land, and none of them had a spot of rust. Their handles were cracked and broke away, but new ones could easily be carved. I set these by the door to take with us, along with a very light piece of shining silver matting that would serve as a ground sheet and a knife with a metal handle that was still sharp. There were places where there had been shelves fixed, but they had long fallen to dust along with whatever had stood on them. Obviously people had lived here but it must have been a strange existence, dwelling in a remote place and observing distant places such as the settlement called Pellmar Quadrants.
I abandoned my search and went back to look at the device fixed to the floor. There were parts of it that looked like parts of the machines that the teknoguilders had found in Beforetime ruins, but I had never seen anything as large at Oldhaven. I discovered a set of long narrow levers protruding from near the base of the machine where there was a seat fixed to the ground, and prodded at them gingerly, thinking they might be controls. Nothing happened. Climbing up it, I found another phalanx of levers and buttons and tiny glass windows with numbers behind them, but they gave not the slightest hint of the machine’s function. Higher up, there was a computermachine with a seat built into it. The seat covering and padding had long decayed, leaving no more than a metal plate to sit on. I sat down.
There was a small spyglass protruding from the end of the device right before me. I put my eye to it but saw only darkness. I touched a few of the panels and numbers and even a few keys, but nothing happened. As far as I could see, the device was dead. Was that how Jacob had found it? Had he come here at all, I wondered. He had intended to do so, but how could an old man have made that climb? Unless Swallow had been right about there being a bridge.
Ahmedri called out and I turned to see he was now on the ground examining the floor by the split in the wall. ‘There are words scratched into the stone,’ he said, looking up as I approached.
I dropped to my knees and my heart began to pound as I read the neat, spiky script.
My darling Hannah, nothing works here, but my instrumentation is picking up a strong power source to the north-east. That is the direction in which the Pellmar Quadrants lie. I remember I suggested to Cassandra that she had better carve her messages to the future in stone. She said only a dinosaur like me would come up with such an idea. Now here I am playing dinosaur, for any note I would write will soon perish in this place. There is so much I would say but this is a tedious method of writing a letter and I fear the little neochisel I am using is near blunted. So I will say it has been a terrible, bleak journey and the only thing that kept me from despair was the thought of you. These mountains, once so beautiful, are now utterly barren and so contaminated that they glow at night, but I am safe enough in my biohazard suit and my little hover still serves me well. I hope it will continue to do so, at least until I leave these poor blighted peaks and cross the worst of the plain between the mountains and Pellmar. I leave this message so that you will know which way I have gone.

My dearest love, I am yours, always, Jacob O.

‘It must have been a remarkably delicate chisel to scribe that,’ Swallow remarked, when I sat back, for he had come down to see what we were doing.
‘North-east,’ I muttered.
‘He thought the city he dreamed of was there,’ Ahmedri said quietly. ‘But it may not have been so.’
‘It matters not. He is our destination, not the city he seeks. For he has Cassandra’s key with him and we must follow in his tracks because he might not have reached it.’
We all gazed down at the carved words in silence for a time, thinking our own thoughts. Then Swallow heaved a sigh and said we ought to go back down.
‘Soon,’ I murmured. ‘We have a little time and there might be something we can use. I found some pots and a good knife.’
The others moved away and I wondered why I was delaying. The sooner the climb was done with the better. The last thing I wanted was to delay so much that we would end up having to descend by moonlight.
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I went outside onto the white terrace and was delighted to find that the dark clouds had again opened up to let the late sunlight shine down on the bluff. After the chilly interior of the observatory, the light seemed very bright. I squinted against it and turned to study the strange building. It was almost as bright and I went round the terrace to the shaded side, wondering why the Beforetimers had built it. I thought of the deadly weapons that had flown up from the hole where the Skylake had been, and wondered if the people who had been here had seen them fly, and had understood what they meant.
‘She came here,’ Maruman said dreamily, padding along at my side.
I looked down at him. ‘Hannah?’
‘Hannah carrying Hannah’s bones and following her mother’s dream,’ Maruman sent. I frowned, the nonsense he was talking making me uneasy.
‘There is nothing but a lot of devices that mean nothing to me,’ Swallow said, coming up behind me. I gathered my wits and turned to him as he added, ‘I brought a few small things that would fit into my pockets but whether we can figure out how to work them or not, I do not know. The pots and the knife you found were the best of it.’
Ahmedri came out too, and closed the door behind him. Hearing the heavy thud, I wondered if anyone would ever open it again. The tribesman went to stand on the edge of the terrace gazing east. Was he thinking of his brother? He must question his presence on the expedition, and yet, in a strange way, he had become part of it. An expedition always had the effect of bonding even very different people, because in the end, you had to rely on one another. I had so completely accepted the tribesman by now that I spoke freely of my quest in front of him, for if he had not been chosen by Atthis, then she had surely foreseen that he would go with us.
‘Do you hear that?’ Swallow asked suddenly.
I looked at him. ‘Hear what?’
‘Water,’ he said.
I listened and realised he was right. I could hear the faint but unmistakable sound of running water.
It did not take us long to locate the source in a jumble of rocks where the mountain face rose up from another tumble of cracked stone forming a small talus at the rear of the bluff. It looked as if it was the result of a landslide, perhaps the same one that had caused Swallow’s bridge to fall, and maybe both had been the result of tremors in the mountains resulting from the Great White.
But when we had shifted enough stone, I was astonished to see that the water was dribbling from the mouth of an enormous pipe protruding from the mountain, half buried under rubble. ‘Why would the Beforetimers want such an enormous pipe to bring water here?’ Swallow wondered.
‘What purpose was there in any of the things done by the Beforetimers?’ Ahmedri asked softly.
Swallow drank the mouthful of water remaining in his bottle and filled it from the pipe, being careful not to splash his hands.
‘What are you doing?’ I asked.
He shrugged. ‘I want to find out if it is tainted. I’ll ask Darga to sniff it when we return. Speaking of which, we ought to head back now. It’s getting late and the wolves always come at sunset.’
He was right, though in fact Rheagor had not mentioned sunset this time. The sun set before we were all the way down, but the moon had risen and the clouds had frayed enough that there was plenty of light to see by. But Swallow had been right about the climb down being worse in its own way than the ascent. It was utterly unnerving to go backwards, feeling for footholds and climbing slowly down the rope. Whenever I made the mistake of looking down for a foothold, my eyes were drawn to the black abyss, even though our descent was above the talus. I could hardly bear to think about Ahmedri, who was untying the ropes before climbing down.
I had obviously irritated Maruman with my fears, for he leapt down from my shoulders the second we reached the talus. My relief was so great that I felt nauseous and I sagged against the mountain face, wondering if the rubble under my feet truly had once been a bridge. The thought made me look up as I straightened and at that same instant, the flat stone I had stepped onto pivoted and tilted under my weight, sending me stumbling sideways. I might have caught myself if I had not been looking up, and it might have been no more than a fall with grazed knees and a split lip, except that when I landed, the whole pile of rubble, which had seemed so stable, began to shift under me. Half stunned from the impact of the fall, I had time to see the startled face of Swallow, who had already reached the plateau, and then somehow I was spinning so that I was looking at Ahmedri, who had delayed at the top of the talus to stow his ropes. I saw him shout something and point, but the rumble of the stones was too great for me to make it out. Then I was facing down again and my heart leapt into my mouth, for I could see that the stones were flowing down into the dark abyss between the mountains.
I reached desperately for a boulder to stop myself, but it was no use for everything was moving around me and under me. I opened my mouth to scream, but something struck me hard on the temple, and night fell like a black curtain.
I dreamed that Ceirwan and the enthraller, Freya, were looking at me in consternation and pity.
‘Are ye so sure she’ll nowt return when she has done whatever she went to do?’ Ceirwan asked.
‘Maryon said that she will never return to Obernewtyn or the Land, and that, leaving, she knew it.’ It was Rushton’s voice, coming from my mouth. I must be experiencing another of his dream-memories. He went on in the same hard, despairing voice. ‘I would have ridden after her but Maryon forbade it. She said my task is to go to the Red Land and free the slaves there. I told her there were others who could take my place on that journey and she answered that it was not so. None would do what I would do.’
‘That mun have been hard,’ Ceirwan said.
‘Harder to obey her words than to hear them,’ Rushton answered.
‘I meant that it mun have been hard fer Elspeth,’ Ceirwan explained gently. ‘She had to walk away without saying a word to you or to any of us. When I think back on those last days afore she left, I sensed there were somethin’ weighing on her heart, but she was never one to invite personal questions. And then other times I thought I mun be mistaken, fer she seemed so happy.’
‘She seemed so to me as well, and she spoke with such certainty of the time we would have together on the journey to the Red Land, as if she looked forward to it as eagerly as I did. It is hard to believe that she knew she would never set foot on the ships.’
‘Elspeth was no liar,’ Freya said with conviction. ‘I think if she had known she must leave before the ships departed, she would not have mentioned the journey. Maybe she did not know it till the last minute.’
‘I would like to believe that,’ Rushton said, ‘yet in the end it does not matter whether she lied or not, or why. She is gone.’
‘It matters,’ Freya said.
Ceirwan said earnestly, ‘Rushton, surely ye ken that Elspeth loved ye no less than ye love her. I dinna doubt that she suffers right now, even as you do. In fact it may be that her sufferin’ is the greater because it was she who had to leave you without a word.’
‘Am I to be soothed by the thought of her sorrow?’ Rushton asked, and there was pain and anger in his voice. He looked down so that I saw his hands, clenched into fists on the table. ‘Perhaps the worst thing to know is that even if she had told me what she must do and sworn she loved me with all her heart and did not want to leave me, still she would have gone. Nothing I could do or say would have stopped her.’
‘Then maybe this, however painful, was the better way,’ Freya said, reaching out to lay her smaller hand over Rushton’s. He looked up into her kind face. ‘You are strong and great-hearted, Rushton. I knew it the first time I saw you ride up on your horse, when you spoke to my father and bade him sell me to you. And because of that, you will do what you must do even as she does.’
‘I will,’ Rushton said, on an outward rush of air. ‘Lud help me, I will do my duty.’ Then he drew a long breath. ‘Forgive me, I am full of self-pity tonight.’
‘No,’ Freya said. ‘You grieve for something precious taken from you, as she must grieve.’
‘I know,’ Rushton said and he heaved a sigh. ‘Truly I know that Elspeth suffers as I do, whether or not she knew that she would not come to the Red Land with me all along. For a long time after she had first spoken of love in Sador, I could not truly believe she had chosen me. It seemed such a miracle that she, whom I desired more than any other, could desire me. It was easier to doubt it than to believe it, and doubt gnawed at me constantly. Yet she showed me upon Norseland that she loved me more than her own life and to doubt her after that would be to prove myself utterly unworthy of her.’ He was silent for a long time, and I wondered if he was thinking about the fierce tenderness of our lovemaking in Louis Larkin’s hut, rain thundering down on the shingled roof. He would not remember what he had learned when we merged minds, nor what I had done afterwards to hide those memories from his conscious mind, but he must remember the radiance of our loving and he must sense the spirit link that connected us.
I thought I must be right, when relief showed on Ceirwan’s face as Rushton thanked them. ‘You have comforted me by reminding me that I am fortunate to have loved so deeply and to have had the love of such a one as Elspeth Gordie. The memory of what was between us must strengthen me in the days to come.’
The words were resolute, and hearing them broke my heart.
The memory-dream faded but instead of waking, I drifted down through the layers of my mind to the mindstream. A shining tendril rose from it and reached out to me as if summoned. Accepting it, I willed myself to consciousness, thinking that I might as well take the opportunity to look at Gavyn and Rasial with spirit-eyes. I willed the tendril from the mindstream through me and watched the silvery matter pool and take on my spirit-form. The transference of my consciousness to the spirit-form was so effortless that I thought again that I must be dreaming, for I had never felt so much in control of myself.
I opened my eyes and saw below me the brownish shape of my slumbering body, half invisible against the deeper brown and black of earth and stone. Then I heard or felt something calling me.
I willed myself to rise towards the summoning, leaving the world of matter behind. I rose until I was floating close enough to the dreamtrails to feel the weight of the wings of my spirit-form. I was also aware of the weight of the spirit sword at my belt and wondered if that was why I felt so much more in control than before. I was in spirit-form, and therefore much more aware of the repository of spirit-force slumbering deep inside me. I was also aware of a residue of that force in my body.
Even as I reached the eldritch clouds through which the dreamtrails wove, Maruman appeared in the air beside me in one of his favourite spirit-forms – a greatcat with a tawny gold pelt slashed with black streaks, one of his eyes diamond white and the other a rich gold.
‘Do not stay here / on the dreamtrails, ElspethInnle, lest the H’rayka sense you and seek you out,’ he sent. ‘You must wake.’
‘Maybe I need not flee from it,’ I said, moving my hand to the hilt of the black sword.
‘The darkness that seeks you is stronger than you,’ Maruman said bluntly, urgently. ‘Wake.’
Reluctantly I willed myself to obey, but nothing happened save that I drifted closer to the dreamtrails. ‘I … I can’t wake,’ I sent, puzzled. I concentrated hard and strove downward more strongly, but still I could not exert any force. ‘Maybe whoever is summoning me prevents me waking. Can you feel it?’
‘You are summoned?’ Maruman asked sharply.
‘Can’t you feel it? Something is calling me, drawing me up, I can feel it right now,’ I said.
‘Up?’ Maruman echoed. ‘Maybe it is the oldOnes. Rise then, but beware. Do not go too high, lest you lose yourself.’
‘Come with me, Marumanyelloweyes,’ I sent, wondering what he meant by the oldOnes.
‘I will try,’ he answered warily.
I focused my mind on the calling, which was less a sound than a feeling. It was definitely coming from above, and when I willed myself to respond, I was astonished to find my strength and control had returned, and I was moving very swiftly. I willed myself to move faster, and found myself fairly soaring upward. Only the fear of losing Maruman made me slow down.
Yet it seemed but a moment had passed before I entered the strange realm of merging colour. As before, I felt my form becoming lighter and less defined.
‘This is a realm of pure spirit,’ Maruman sent. ‘It is difficult for the living to come here. The higher you / we go, the less you will feel yourflesh. Only yourmind / will can hold the link. You must keep your spirit-form intact, else this realm will eat you.’
Unnerved by the notion of a mere idea of my spirit-form being the only thing between me and oblivion, I summoned up a visual image of myself as I had done for Cinda, and set it in my own mind, imagining it in great detail. I gave the image the black sword in its sheath, and immediately felt the weight of it as a slight downward pull. At the same time, I felt my spirit-form sharpen.
‘Good,’ Maruman approved.
‘Why do you say it is the oldOnes calling me?’ I asked. ‘You told me Atthis is dead.’
‘They cannot summon you directly unless the new Elder is chosen and encompasses their minds,’ Maruman sent. ‘Until then, the merged minds of the oldOnes have no link to flesh and so no way to reach the realms below this. Unless they have found a messenger.’
‘Who?’ I asked. For some reason his words had made me think of Angina.
‘Not that one,’ Maruman sent. ‘His spirit has gone into the mindstream.’
I had known Angina was dead and yet it hurt to hear it said. I felt my spirit-form softening, losing the integrity of its shape. It was a slow almost molten sensation where I seemed both to grow warm and spread out as if I were a shape of wax melting in the sunlight. I ought to have been afraid, but it was oddly pleasant to feel myself losing all tension and rigidity. I began to feel the formless allure of the matter about me, which was as vividly compelling in its own way as the mindstream. I wondered what difference there was between the two realms. Was it that the memories of life and flesh went into the mindstream, but the experiences of spirit came here?
‘Beware, ElspethInnle, lest our spirits blend, for if that happens, we will be merged forever!’ Maruman warned me sharply, and only then did I realise with a little shock of fright that my spirit-form had begun to overlap his. It was only the strength of his spirit-form that had stopped us merging.
Frightened by what had almost happened, I summoned up the image of myself. It was like trying to keep a ball of very soft mud together. For the moment I tried to think of anything else, it began to soften again.
‘Use the black sword,’ Maruman sent.
I thought of the sword, and immediately its weight and strength gave substance to the visual image I was holding in my mind. But I resisted the temptation to draw on the spirit-force to which it was linked, sensing that once I did, I would be dragged downward and away from the strange realm.
I looked at Maruman and was alarmed to see that his greatcat form was blurring.
‘I cannot hold,’ the old cat sent at last, and he vanished.
I was frightened then, for Maruman had far more strength and skill in his spirit-form than I did, so how was it that I was able to remain in this strange spirit realm while he could not? Was it the black sword?
Without warning or any feeling of movement or transformation, I was floating above a wide ledge of stone jutting out from a shadowy mountain. It was very like a ledge I had rested on halfway up the bluff we had climbed. My spirit-form had never felt so real before, even on the dreamtrails.
‘Where am I?’ I wondered.
‘I have shaped this place from your memories to anchor your dream form,’ said a whispered voice. ‘It will be easier than trying to hold your image of flesh. Easier still if you can engage with the dream.’
I could see nothing, but I recognised the voice. ‘It was you who saved me from the Destroyer,’ I said, and then I saw the same shimmering, vaguely human shape floating in the air before me that I had seen once before.
‘Thank you,’ said the voice, more strongly. ‘It is very difficult for me to take physical form even in your spirit-dream without the will of flesh.’
‘Who are you?’ I asked.
‘I was Straaka the tribesman,’ said the voice.
Then Straaka stood before me on the ledge exactly as he had looked in life, in tribal robes, his hair in plaits and beaded just as it had been when I had last seen him standing in the cul-de-sac in the White Valley before he was killed. The silver cuffs in his hair clinked as he bowed in proper Sadorian fashion.
‘You are dead,’ I whispered, cold fear snaking through me.
The shock I felt caused the mountain face to waver but I willed myself to stand on the stone ledge, and the mountain settled and became solid.
‘My body is dead,’ Straaka agreed. ‘My spirit would have gone into the mindstream save that at the moment of death, my ravek bound her spirit to mine, thereby linking my spirit to her living flesh. I welcomed it at first, for I had yearned for such closeness to her when I lived, and though she had never allowed it, I saw that she had come to love me.’
I thought of Straaka, who had been slain by a soldier-guard’s arrow meant for Miryum, wondering how she had been able to bind the spirit of a dying man to her. She was one of the most powerful coercers I had ever known, but she had no futuretelling ability that would have given her power over his spirit. But Straaka said she had loved him and I knew that love could form a potent link between two people. Was that it?
Straaka went on. ‘At first she thought it was madness that made her hear my voice in her dreams, for she did not know what she had done. It was madness that made her carry my body from the White Valley. When I was able to make her understand that her realisation that she loved me, coupled with her anguish at my death, had given her spirit the power to reach out to mine and hold it, she was glad. For a time we were content, but I was not a man any longer, and I soon saw that she could not live a proper life of flesh bound to my spirit-form. I told her this but she would not hear me.’
‘You are talking as if you spoke to her. How did you do that?’ I asked.
‘To begin with I dwelt in her dreams and I spoke to her when she slept,’ he answered in his grave, courteous way. ‘Later I learned to shape a spirit-form and I taught Miryum to do the same. I discovered the dreamtrails and we went there together. But that was before I came to see that it was not enough for a living person to love a spirit and to live only in her dreams. I knew I had to make her sever the link binding me to her. I asked her to bring my bones to the hot springs and clean them, and then to take them to the vale of the dead in the spice groves of Sador. I told her it was my wish that my bones be buried there. I knew that in that place, my spirit would be able to draw on the strength of my ancestors to sever the bindings she had woven which tied my spirit to hers, whether she willed it or no. But somehow she sensed my intention, and after she cleaned my bones, she bore me in the opposite direction.’
I drew in a breath. ‘Into the high mountains!’
Straaka nodded gravely.
‘But why?’ I asked.
‘To begin with she was simply doing the opposite of what I had asked her, but the strain of having me in her mind was beginning to tell on her. Since she was a child, she had dreamed of a Beforetime city standing in a white desert surrounded by Blacklands. She had spoken to me of the dream when I lived, and to others of her coercer-knights. Many times she visited Newrome under Tor mountain seeking to understand why the dream came again and again to her. She feared there was a warning in it that she was failing to understand. Once when I was there with her, she told me she had seen us walking together in her dream city. I remember how it lifted my spirits, for I saw it as a sign that she was beginning to care for me.’ He was silent for a time. Then he said, ‘Once we were in the high mountains, Miryum dreamed of the city again. I entered the dream and begged her to turn back and to release me, but she said that she would not, for the meaning of it was finally clear to her. The city was real and it stood on a white plain beyond the high mountains, just as we were seeing.
‘I told her that there were only deadly Blacklands that way, for my people had sailed further around this great landmass in their ships than any shipfolk from the Land, and the coasts were black as far as they had sailed. Never once had they seen any untainted land, let alone a Beforetime city. Miryum would not listen. She had convinced herself that the city existed too far inland to be seen by eyes looking from the deck of a ship. She believed it was inhabited by Beforetimers who had somehow remained untouched by the Great White. She thought that her dream of us walking there meant that the Beforetimers had the power to restore me to life. It was madness and I told her so, but she would not hear.’
I was flabbergasted at his tale, for there could be no doubt that Miryum had dreamed of the same city as Jacob.
‘It is real,’ I told him. ‘The city she dreamed of is the very place I am seeking.’
‘I know,’ Straaka said grimly. ‘I know it now because that is where Miryum is. But let me tell the tale in order. Miryum told me that she was going to carry my bones to the city of her dreams to bring me back to life. She would not listen to me when I told her it was not possible. I strove to journey in my dreams to Sador, so that I could draw on the strength of those of my blood, but they were too distant.’
‘How did she find her way to the city?’ I asked.
‘I do not know and my memories of the journey are hers,’ he answered. ‘Understand that I am cut off from the world of flesh, save through Miryum’s senses. I saw enough in her memories and dreams to know that she carried my bones deep into the high mountains and beyond them, but apart from that, her journey is lost to me. You see, as she travelled, it was harder and harder to read in her memories what was happening in the waking world, because Miryum had fallen ill. Her mind grew clouded with strange visions and imaginings and I saw only what she imagined she saw. After a time, I was unable to tell what was real and what was delusion. Ironically, as she became more ill, she began to assume her spirit-form far more strongly, for the link to her flesh was weakened, but it was harder for me to communicate with it because she was ill.
‘Then one day the delirium stopped and she took on her spirit-form and told me clearly that she was a prisoner of the city of her dreams. I asked her what had happened and she said that she had been taken captive and brought to the city, where she had been forced into a sleep from which she could not wake. I thought all of this another delusion, and that she had fallen ill from walking over tainted ground and was dying. But she did not die, and in time, I came to believe she had spoken the truth. She strove and strove to wake, but I had no power to help her. Then one day she begged me to help her to die. She was terrified at the thought of sleeping her whole life until she grew old and died. She said if only she could die, both our spirits would be free. I brought her to this high realm, thinking that the link between her body and spirit would dissolve. But then she fell asleep and I could not wake or bring her any higher.’
‘What do you mean she slept? Wasn’t she already asleep?’ I asked.
‘Her flesh slept, but now her spirit-form sleeps, too. I tried to bring her down to the dreamtrails, but discovered to my horror that I could not take her down from this realm without her spirit being awake and willing it. We were both trapped here.’
I stared at him, thinking of the dreams recorded in the dream-books in which Miryum had been seen lying still and white as death, and of Bruna’s message from the overguardian of the Earthtemple saying Straaka’s bones would not be found until Miryum was released. I had taken this to mean she was a captive, but from Straaka’s strange story, she lay in some sort of coma. I could hardly bring myself to believe she had been captured by Beforetimers, but she could not have been asleep so long without dying of thirst and hunger, if no one tended her. Yet what purpose could her captors have in forcing her to sleep?
‘One day, as I roamed alone at the outer limits of this strange high place,’ Straaka continued, ‘I heard my name being called. Thus did the merged spirits of the oldOnes summon me. They had foreseen my coming and were waiting for me. They drew me up to them by the power of their will and told me what they were. It was a shock to discover that I was speaking to the merged spirits of Agyllian birds, which among my people are seen as mythical creatures. I knew they truly existed only after I came to the mountains. The oldOnes told me what they were and they told me what you were and what you must do. After all that had happened to Miryum and to me, it was not so hard to believe. They said that until a living Agyllian came to take them in, they were unable to help you.’
‘So the oldOnes are merged spirits,’ I murmured.
‘Like me, their flesh has died, but they remain, delaying their passing from life, not because of a bond to a living person but by the sheer power of their will. But they cannot hold forever. They are drifting slowly upwards, and if the new Elder does not find a way to rise to this realm and encompass them soon, they will pass from the world.’
‘For a long time, I thought the oldOnes were simply the collective memories of the past Elders,’ I said. ‘I do not understand how they can remain here without flesh to hold them from the mindstream. You do not have your own flesh, but you are linked to Miryum’s.’
‘This realm is far from the mindstream and yet they are both ends of life. The merged spirits of the oldOnes stay in the world for your sake, Elspeth, and for the sake of all that lives that you must save,’ Straaka said gravely. ‘It is no small sacrifice.’
I had not known that, and it left me breathless and humbled. Finally, I said, ‘Why did they summon you?’
‘To help you,’ Straaka said. ‘They told me that if I could help you, you would be able to free Miryum from her unwaking sleep. I asked what help I could give, trapped in this realm. They bade me wait, for they had foreseen that you would come here in spirit-form, and when you did, I must tell you about Miryum. They could not speak to you because you cannot go high enough without risking your survival.’
‘Before, when I saw you …’
‘I would have spoken of these things to you then, but the dark mad spirit which seeks you came. The oldOnes had spoken of it and bade me warn you to avoid the dreamtrails, but they had not foreseen that the one who seeks you would be able to rise so high. In truth, they told me later that it could not have done so unless the flesh to which it was linked was dangerously ill.’
‘Ariel is ill,’ I echoed, and heard the disbelief in my tone. I wondered why it was so hard to think of Ariel being ill or hurt like any other person.
Straaka went on. ‘Fortunately the oldOnes’ powers enabled them to see your danger and even as I strove to make you wake, they sent another spirit-form that flies in these high realms to help you. The oldOnes told me this when I returned to confess that I had failed to speak to you of Miryum. They bade me wait, and you would come again, and this time you would rise too high for the Destroyer to find you. I waited and watched. And you came.’
‘I was summoned,’ I said.
The tribesman frowned. ‘I did not summon you, nor would the oldOnes be able to do so directly.’ His expression cleared. ‘They might have used the spirit they had sent to help you before.’
‘Whose spirit was it?’ I asked, thinking of the red and violet wolfman spirit-form that had called me a fool and snarled at me to wake.
‘I do not know,’ Straaka said. ‘It was too strong not to be linked to life, but none come here who are not near to death, save those with unusual spiritual power.’
The black sword brought me here, I thought. I dismissed the unknown spirit-form from my mind. ‘So, the oldOnes wanted you to tell me that Miryum is the captive of Beforetimers in their city on the white plain, and that they are keeping her asleep and that I need to find her and wake her. Did they say anything else?’
He hesitated. ‘They did not say she had been taken captive by Beforetimers or that she was in a city. Miryum told me that,’ he said.
I frowned. ‘But you said you walked through it with her.’
He shook his head. ‘I walked through a memory-dream of the city, but for all I know she might have simply recreated her old dream. All I know is that she can’t wake.’
I considered this, then I said, ‘The city exists and I am travelling there now, so I think we can assume that Miryum really is there. What can you tell me about the city and her captors?’
‘I saw only what Miryum believes she saw,’ Straaka reiterated. ‘I can show you, but I have not given you the whole of the oldOnes’ message. The oldOnes wanted me to tell you that when the new Elder of the Agyllians has taken them into himself, he will come to you with what you will need to complete your quest.’
‘He?’ I said, startled. I had always assumed the new Elder would be a female. Then the rest of his words penetrated. Atthis’s successor would bring what I needed to complete my quest. Did they mean Cassandra’s key or something else? Before I could ask, the mountain and the ledge and the grey sky wavered in a way that made me feel dizzy and nauseous.
‘The spirit-dream is weakening,’ Straaka warned. He fixed me with his dark eyes. ‘Find Miryum, Elspeth Seeker. Wake her, not only for her sake and mine, but because the oldOnes say she too has a part to play in your quest, ere the end.’
‘Miryum does?’
The ledge wavered and disappeared and I felt myself fading and melting. I summoned my image, and let the weight of the sword draw me rapidly down. To my horror, the moment I saw the dreamtrails I felt the unmistakable mindless malice of the Destroyer forming around me. This time I reacted instantly, coercing myself awake so strongly that I slammed back into my flesh with violent force. I immediately rolled to one side and vomited.
‘Elspeth!’ Analivia cried in alarm, and I opened my eyes to find her kneeling beside me. The sun was high overhead, shining through a gap in dark clouds. I squinted, confused, for surely the sun had already set? Analivia lifted her hand to push a strand of hair back from my face, and I was startled to see a pulse of green light at her fingertips, but when I blinked there was nothing.
‘Healing hands,’ I said, but it came out as a garbled mutter. My mouth felt sore and swollen and I had a terrible headache.
‘Don’t try to talk,’ Analivia advised. ‘Rest.’
‘The wolves,’ I tried to say, but she shook her head and held a finger to her lips as if bidding me keep a secret. Then sleep opened its maw and swallowed me. This time, there were no dreams.
I woke again to a night that was dark and still and very cold. Remembering the clouds, I guessed the sky was completely overcast, for there ought to be a near full moon, by my reckoning. The others sat a little distance away around a small campfire, talking in low voices. The smell of food hung in the air, and my stomach rumbled. The strength of my hunger told me that I had been unconscious for some time, as did the fact that my headache had faded. My mouth only hurt a little, but one of my front teeth was chipped. I probed my other teeth with an anxious tongue and was relieved to find that the rest were intact.
‘Do you wish to have water to drink?’ asked a deep voice.
I turned my head warily to find Ahmedri sitting by me, his big hands closed around one of his tisanes. I wondered vaguely what this one was for. Then the memory of my meeting with his brother flooded back, and I realised with dismay that I had not thought to tell Straaka that Ahmedri was travelling with me and seeking him. ‘Are you in pain?’ the tribesman asked.
‘Water,’ I managed to croak, and with surprising gentleness, he raised me up and fed water to me until I shook my head. ‘I fell,’ I said.
‘It might be more accurate to say the mountain threw you off and then jumped on you,’ the tribesman said, sounding almost amused. ‘It is a marvel that you were not more seriously hurt. For a time we feared that something inside you had been injured, because you were bleeding from the mouth and your skin was clammy. But it must just have been the shock of the accident, for the bleeding ceased and your colour returned.’
‘Maruman?’ I managed.
‘No one else was hurt,’ he assured me, and he nodded pointedly towards my feet. I lifted my head gingerly and saw the old cat was sound asleep on the edge of the blanket that had been laid over me. I relaxed and looked at Ahmedri, wanting to tell him of his brother, but it was such a strange, unlikely story and I was full of the heavy weariness that always followed a period when my body had been expending itself healing me, and I had used my spirit strength besides. No wonder I felt so bad.
‘How long have I been unconscious?’ I croaked, and the tribesman fed me some more water as he told me that it had been a night and day since I had fallen. The wolves had come the night before and had gone again, after sniffing at me and speaking to Darga. The dog had signalled to Swallow that they would return in two days. ‘Tomorrow,’ he added. ‘But I do not think you will be strong enough to travel so soon.’
I had too little energy to argue. Ahmedri rose in his fluid way, saying that he would get Analivia to look at my wounds, but before he came back with her, I fell asleep again.
When next I woke, it was so early in the morning that there were still stars in the sky, and the heavy cloud cover of the previous night had eased so that patches of the clear dark-blue sky were visible. The smell of cooking in the air made me so hungry I felt ill. I turned my head to find it was now Dameon sitting next to me. Though blind his empathy told him at once that I was awake, and he was already leaning forward.
‘You feel better,’ he said.
I could not help but smile. ‘Was that a question or a command?’
He laughed softly, but sobered quickly. ‘We all feared you were mortally wounded. I can hardly believe that you took so little harm.’
‘My quest will not let me go so easily,’ I quipped, wondering how ill I had truly been. Straaka had told me that only a spirit whose flesh was near death could come to those high realms where we had met, or some great force of spirit. I had assumed the latter, but perhaps I had been wrong. I bade the empath help me to the fire, saying I was ravenous. It was not until I had eaten two bowls of porridge spiced with cloves and honey that I thought of anything but filling my belly. The light-headedness I had been feeling since waking had gone when I stood up gingerly and tested my limbs. My first steps were shaky, but after I had walked carefully away to relieve myself, I felt less stiff. Only then did I look around and notice that, once again, Rasial and Gavyn were absent.
‘They have been roaming since yesterday,’ Swallow said, when I asked about them.
‘The wolves?’ I asked.
The gypsy gestured west, to my surprise. ‘There is a track that goes down to the left of the weeping archway. The wolves went that way and it seems that is where we are to go next. It is unnoticeable unless you know it is there. Ahmedri scouted it after they had gone and it goes down to another remnant of an old road that runs under this plateau and gradually winds its way east through the mountains. The wolves are to return at dusk. How do you feel?’
‘Well enough to go on when they come,’ I said firmly.
Swallow and Analivia exchanged a look, but Ahmedri only said calmly that Darga had come with him and that according to the dog, there were great tainted stretches of terrain they would have to cross, if the wolves led them in that direction.
‘The wolves have the ability to discern less badly tainted ground and if we do go that way, I am sure they will find a safe path,’ I said, more confidently than I felt. I glanced at Darga, noting that he was stretched out by Analivia. I wondered if the ice with which he had surrounded his heart was beginning to melt. Certainly it seemed to me that he was drawn to the lowland woman, and more than once I had noticed her absent-mindedly stroking his great ugly head.
Maruman appeared and came padding across to settle himself on my knee. I suppressed a rush of relief that he had not been hurt when the talus had fallen apart, and quelled the urge to stroke him, knowing that it was like to see me bitten if he was in a truculent mood.
‘What is it?’ Dameon asked curiously, sensing me making a decision.
I told them all that had happened as I slept. They listened in stunned silence as I spoke of the dreamtrails and of the high realm of spirit, where Straaka had come to tell me about Miryum and the oldOnes. It took a long time to explain about the dreamtrails and the mindstream and about shaping a conscious spirit-form that could journey in dreams and in other ways. I did not complicate my tale by telling them about the attacks of the H’rayka but I did tell them that both Gahltha and Maruman could travel the perilous dreamtrails.
‘But you speak of dreams,’ Analivia said, sounding fascinated. ‘What peril could there be in dreams?’
‘The dreamtrails are not dreams but a realm where the spirit has the feel and substance of flesh, and any harm taken there will cause a corresponding wound to the flesh.’ I glanced at Ahmedri who had barely moved a muscle since I had mentioned his brother.
Now he asked in a stiff voice, ‘What said my brother when you told him that I was with you?’
I shook my head apologetically. ‘It was all so strange that I did not think of telling him about you until it was too late.’ I hesitated. ‘I am sorry that I tried so hard to make you stop following me, Ahmedri, for it seems I was wrong. The overguardian saw and spoke true. You will come to Miryum by following me. Unfortunately, I still don’t know exactly where she is, though it seems very likely that she is being held in this city that she and Jacob dreamed about, that we now know lies beyond glowing Blacklands on a white untainted plain to the north-east.’
‘You said Rheagor’s ancestor was taken captive by the efari,’ Analivia said. ‘If Miryum was also taken captive is it not likely to have been the efari who took her, too?’
It was well reasoned and I nodded slowly, wondering why I was always so suspicious of simple or obvious answers.
‘Perhaps it only appears that she was taken prisoner,’ Dameon said. ‘After all, Straaka told you Miryum was sick and delirious and we must suppose that she was suffering from taint sickness if she had crossed the Blacklands without any guidance. Yet she did not die. Maybe her captors force her to sleep that she might heal.’
‘Then why keep her asleep after healing her?’ Swallow asked.
There was no answer to that, and in truth, no matter how cleverly we speculated, we would not have any final answers until we reached the city on the white plain.
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‘Chew this,’ Analivia said, pressing into my hand a little pouch of herbs wrapped in a leaf. ‘Do not swallow it.’
‘Ugh, it smells truly foul.’ I grimaced when I had sniffed it dubiously.
‘It tastes worse but it will help your headache.’
‘How did you know my head was aching?’ I asked.
She smiled. ‘I could tell from the way you have been grinding your teeth. It is not surprising given the tumble you took. I thought for certain sure you had cracked your skull open. I am surprised you are not black and purple with bruises.’
I thanked her meekly and chewed on the leaf pouch, which turned out to be every bit as bad as she had promised, yet it did ease the headache that had begun to plague me again. In fact only half of my fretfulness arose from the headache, the rest was a combination of irritation and anxiety because Rasial and Gavyn had not yet returned, though the sun was now westering and the wolves were likely to appear at any minute. Swallow had chided me for fretting, saying that the dog and the boy would catch us up as they usually did, but I had pointed out that since we were soon to pass over tainted land, we ought to stay together.
Darga offered to mark out a scent trail that the ridgeback would have no trouble following, but I insisted that we would wait for them. I was determined to speak to Rasial when she returned and try to convince her to stop Gavyn wandering off. It would be a mistake to rage at her and utterly pointless to scold Gavyn, but I was determined to deliver a calm and pointed lecture about being a member of an expedition.
The leaf pouch took the edge off the headache but it did not abate entirely and I wondered crossly how it was that my body could heal me from near death injuries and yet be unable to get rid of a simple headache. But maybe the problem was that headaches could result from mental tensions as much as any specific physical ailment.
Restless, I lifted the sleeping Maruman gently from my lap onto my pack and walked back slowly to look up at the bluff we had climbed to inspect the Observatory. Once again the clouds had closed over, turning the red of dusk to a rusty brown so it was hard to see the building as much more than a white shape. But I could visualise it in my mind’s eye very clearly. Odd how, from below, it did not look near as high, and yet I could remember vividly the dizzy terror I had felt looking down. But in the end the danger had come from the deceptively easy-looking mound of stone and rubble at its hem. There was a lesson in that, I thought. I looked up, wondering if the stone really had been a bridge, as Swallow had speculated. Then I shuddered, recollecting that this had been the very question in my mind when I had stumbled.
I heard a step behind me and turned to see Dameon approaching. I did not wonder how the empath knew where I was. He had always been able to map the world by the emotions of people around him. I took a step towards him and stubbed my toe hard enough to make my eyes water. Dameon winced at my muttered curse and when he came to me, he gently drew my hand through his elbow. I was surprised at the hard muscles I could feel in his arm. Truly his journey to the Westland and his riding lessons had hardened him.
‘How is it that you are blind but I am clumsy,’ I demanded with mocking ire.
He smiled. ‘The difference is that I can not rely on seeing things,’ Dameon said, ‘so I must be aware at all times and keep a constant sense of the people and obstacles around me.’
‘But how does any of that help when you are in a place where people are moving?’ I could not help but ask. ‘I have known you to look at me across a crowded room and know me for who I am.’
Dameon grinned. ‘My dearest Elspeth, you emanate emotions as loudly as Matthew used to do. And people’s emotions have what I can only describe as a flavour, which is unique. So I can … taste you in your emotions. There is no better way to describe it,’ he added, with his usual grimace of frustration at the limitations of a language that did not encompass more than the five senses ordinary unTalents possessed. Then he shrugged. ‘When you enter a chamber I am in, my senses know it as if cymbals had been struck.’
‘Speaking of Matthew, have you had any dreams of him lately?’ I asked.
The empath nodded slowly. ‘Only snatches of things that might or might not have been true dreams. You?’
On impulse, I told him that some of my dreams of Matthew had felt less like true dreams than actual communications.
Dameon looked astonished, as well he might. ‘Do you mean to say that you spoke to him?’
‘I spoke and he reacted as if he had heard me, and once he said my name. Another time I told him that we were bringing Dragon to the Red Land and bade him wait there and prepare. But these encounters were completely random – neither Matthew nor I sought them, but we were both on the dreamtrails. It is my guess that Matthew was deeply unconscious because he was ill and fevered or maybe wounded in some way. As I told you a little while back, a person’s spirit-form can drift from its body when it is ill and I think such drifting spirit-forms are naturally drawn to the dreamtrails. In truth I think that is how true dreams come to us. But being an unconsciously created spirit-form, Matthew’s had little self-control so our meeting was brief and ended abruptly and he may well have woken and dismissed it as a fever dream.’
Dameon shook his head incredulously. ‘I did not think it possible to make contact over such a distance and over sea besides.’
‘The only way it could happen is if we were both touching on the dreamtrails,’ I reminded him.
Analivia suddenly gave a shout and pointed towards the pass. I turned and saw Rasial’s white form coming through the weeping stone arch, Gavyn a shadow beside her. I ought to have felt relieved, but a terrible pain was pressing at my temples.
‘What is wrong?’ Dameon asked.
I did not answer him for I had just realised the headache that had been troubling me for the last hours was the result of the pressure that always welled up before a premonition. I seldom experienced them, but now as I looked at the dog and the boy, pain filled my head till it seemed it must burst. I seemed to hear a woman screaming and a feeling of danger and terror swept over me.
‘What has happened?’ I beastspoke Rasial. Gavyn followed the ridgeback until she had come to me and stopped but even as the enormous canine fixed me with her cold, pale eyes, the boy wandered away humming softly and tunelessly under his breath.
‘What has happened?’ I asked again.
‘Let the boy show you,’ Rasial sent, and to my amazement, she simply carried me with her into Gavyn’s mind, which I discovered overlapped the dog’s mind even more intimately than Maruman’s overlapped mine. Indeed, there were places where I could locate no boundary.
I found myself enveloped by a memory that arose from the overlap in their minds.
It was night and a figure was standing on top of a crag of stone looking down into a shadowy defile where two people walked, one behind the other. For a moment I was so astonished at the figure that I hardly noticed the people below, for it was the same scarlet-winged wolfman spirit that had saved me from the Destroyer when I was dreamtravelling and which, if Straaka was right, had summoned me to the high spirit realm where he had waited with a message from the merged spirits of the oldOnes.
Dazedly, I wondered if what I was seeing was not a memory but a vision Gavyn had experienced. Or perhaps the spirit-form had entered the boy’s sleeping spirit, but to what end?
The wolfman began to leap with singular grace along the sharp crags, flapping his scarlet wings just enough to keep himself in the air when the gap was wide. He seemed utterly unaware of me, and his attention was so strongly focused on the people in the canyon below that I was compelled to look down, too. A tall, powerfully built man was walking behind a smaller man.
I found myself drifting closer to the pair and suddenly I saw with horror that the man held a rope, the other end of which was fastened around the smaller man’s neck. The wind gave a great sighing gust and a flag of hair fluttered back from the smaller figure, whom I realised was a girl. Overhead the clouds shifted and moonlight speared down into the ravine to illuminate the girl’s face.
It was Dragon.
Her beauty was unmistakable, despite the fact that her face was a mottled mass of bruising and filth. I was so shocked by the sight of her that I would have lost my connection to the dream or vision, had not Rasial’s grip on me been so steadfast.
Dragon was so bedraggled and filthy that she might still have been the feral child I had lured from the Beforetime ruins on the west coast and brought back to Obernewtyn. But the torn and tattered rags she wore revealed all too clearly that she was a child no longer. She turned to look back at her captor and her expression twisted into a grimace of terror and loathing so extreme that she looked half mad.
The man gave the rope a vicious jerk and Dragon was wrenched backwards so hard that she lost her footing. She fell and rolled until the rope around her neck brought her to a brutal halt. She would likely have been throttled if she had not been walking with one hand hooked through the loop under her chin. This told me that the man had wrenched her like that often enough that she had learned to protect herself.
Rage choked me at the thought that anyone would dare to treat her so. But questions clamoured in me, too. Who was the man and how had she fallen into his hands, and why had they come to the high mountains? The terrain was so familiar that I was certain we had passed through the very ravine I was now looking down on.
The man stopped and watched as Dragon struggled painfully to her feet. I could see fresh blood on her knee glistening black in the moonlight. He shook the rope impatiently and Dragon turned and went on, now limping. I kept my eyes on the man as they began to walk again, waiting for the moon to show me his face. When it did, I did not recognise it, but he seemed to be wearing a tattered rebel band around his upper arm. The colours would have told me who his chieftain was, if I could have made them out, yet surely he must be one of Malik’s men. Not all of them had been captured after the fall of Vos and Malik in Saithwold. Or maybe he was one of the men allied with Jude, who had escaped capture during the rout at Sawlney.
But how could Dragon have been taken when she could so easily have defended herself with her powerful coercive ability? Even if she had been taken by surprise initially, she could later have used it to free herself. And why had the man brought her into the mountains? It must have something to do with me, for it was simply too great a coincidence to believe that he had brought her to the mountains by chance.
The man caught my full attention again when he suddenly took two staggering steps forward and slapped Dragon hard enough that her head rocked on her shoulders. Was he drunk? I wondered, trembling with impotent rage.
‘What is it? What is happening?’ Swallow asked, shaking me and dragging me from Gavyn’s mind so roughly that I retched.
Seeing their drawn and anxious faces I bit back a snarl and mustered my will to steady myself before explaining that Gavyn had seen Dragon being herded roughly through the mountains as the captive of an unknown man.
‘Saw her when?’ Swallow asked, glancing at the boy who was picking at a scab on his knee, oblivious to our exchange.
‘I think he saw her in a true dream,’ I said. ‘And I recognised the terrain. They were not far from the valley of the Skylake.’
‘Do you speak of the girl that is the true queen of the Red Land?’ Analivia asked incredulously.
I nodded. ‘It was night in the vision but from the glimpse I got of the moon, I’d say he was there a two or threeday ago, which means they will be a good deal closer by now.’
‘Closer … you think they are following us?’ Dameon asked.
‘Let us say that I do not believe it is a coincidence that he has brought her into the mountains,’ I said.
‘The man must be a gifted tracker if he has been following our trail in these stony heights,’ Ahmedri said, his eyes narrowing.
‘I don’t know what he is, but Dragon is his captive and he has clearly beaten her,’ I said, nauseated at the thought of the other abuses she might have endured.
‘What can he possibly mean by bringing her after us?’ Swallow asked.
‘The only thing I can think of is that Dragon heard the same voice that brought the rest of you here, and was on her way up when the man waylaid her. He could have forced the knowledge of her intentions from her. But why he would then bring her after me is a mystery. Unless he is one of Malik’s people and hungers for vengeance.’
‘A long hard road to walk for it, and most Landfolk would die rather than come up into these mountains,’ Analivia said. ‘But is it not rather a leap to imagine Dragon was sent after you just because her captor brought her to the mountains?’
‘You said yourself that she was to go with the ships to the Red Land,’ Dameon agreed.
‘I suggest we go back, capture this man and discover what he is up to from his own mouth,’ Swallow said. ‘Elspeth, was he definitely alone except for Dragon? Did you see if he was armed?’
I hesitated but decided not to muddy the matter by speaking of the wolfman spirit-form. ‘I saw no weapons but I do not doubt he carries at least one knife and probably a sword.’
‘We have to rescue this girl,’ Analivia told him grimly. ‘Swallow and Ahmedri and I will go. I can throw a knife very accurately from a distance. You must stay here to greet the wolves and explain why we must delay, Elspeth.’
‘Better for all to wait here,’ Rasial sent.
Analivia began to speak but I made a brusque gesture to silence her as I asked the dog, ‘Why do you say so?’
‘The funaga-li has a blade,’ Rasial sent. ‘He knows how to use it and he will kill the girl if he feels threatened. Better if he comes upon you here and believes he has surprised you. If he thinks he is master of us all you can distract him and get MornirDragon away. Then I will tear his throat out.’
‘You are certain he will not kill her before he gets here?’ I asked, more startled by the white dog’s ability to read the man’s mind than her readiness to kill. It would not be the first time she had killed a man, after all.
Rasial answered, ‘The funaga-li uses / needs MornirDragon to bring him to us.’
Atthis must have told her how to find me, I thought. ‘Does Gavyn have any feeling of how long ago MornirDragon was in the canyon?’ I asked, trying to gauge how far behind us the pair were.
‘We slept and roamed in spirit-form. We saw MornirDragon. We remembered her from the barud. Sometimes, when first she came, the boy romped with her. We did not like it that the funaga-li had leashed her. We wanted to find them in my flesh and attack the man, but when we looked into the spirit of her captor, we saw what he meant to do to the girl if he was threatened.’
We looked into his spirit, I thought in reeling wonder. Then abruptly I understood. ‘You are the spirit-form of the wolfman. You and Gavyn together! You saw MornirDragon and her captor with your spirit-eyes. But how is this possible?’
Rasial looked into my eyes. ‘When I first saw the funaga cub I smelled / saw that his spirit was / is not properly attached to his flesh. Sometimes the link between flesh and spirit is damaged in a birthing that is too long or too hard or it can be torn by some spirit trauma. I did not know that the cub lay down to sleep by me when I flew in spirit to the high realms where the bond between flesh and spirit thins. I wanted to sever the link and be free of my flesh and the life I had lived within it. I did not know the boy’s spirit followed. He saw me fading, and not understanding that I desired death, he sensed my danger and cleaved to me. Our spirits fused. They can never be truly separate again.’
‘You told me once that you came to Obernewtyn to die,’ I sent.
I sensed a ripple of bleak laughter in the dog’s mind. ‘You remember that well. So I did. My father dreamed when I was whelped that even as a funaga stole my life, I would take his. I thought that meant that I would die even as I killed the funaga killing me. That would have been better than what came to pass, for it is najulk to merge spirits with another, even if the pair be mated or cub and dam; they may be linked, but to merge is to cease to be one. It means that neither of us will ever have a mate, for we cannot be separated now, even in death. If one dies, the other will die, too.’
Najulk meant unnatural or wrong, I knew. ‘That is why Gavyn has become the way he is?’
‘Now he sees with spirit-eyes as beasts do, even when he wakes, but because he is funaga, this prevents him seeing the world of the flesh clearly. When we sleep and fly, the boy is very strong and he dominates the merge. That is why our spirit-form is male.’
‘That is why the wolves react as they do to you, isn’t it?’ I realised.
‘They scent the unnature / wrongness of najulk in us,’ Rasial said. ‘All beasts sense it and shun us.’
‘Maruman does not shun you, or the horses,’ I sent. ‘Nor Darga.’
‘The feline is najulk, and the rest accept him so they accept us / me, because we serve your quest. They believe there is a purpose in our najulkit,’ Rasial sent.
Guessing that she was referring to the distortions in Maruman’s mind, which were certainly unnatural, I sent, ‘Maybe they are right, for I suspect the oldOnes could not have reached you to send you to rescue me if you were not as you are.’ All at once it hit me that this was the reason Atthis had summoned Rasial. Not because of her or the boy, but because of their joined spirit. I suddenly remembered something my mother had once told me: There is a reason for all things that happen, even if we do not understand what it is.
‘Merged as we are, we can fly higher than those who live can usually fly in spirit,’ Rasial sent, and it seemed to me there was a thread of wary wonder in her mindvoice, as if she was beginning to see that what she had considered an aberration might have a purpose.
‘Elspeth?’ Swallow prompted with a hint of impatience.
I collected myself with a start and turned to the others. ‘Rasial tells us to wait here. She says that the man is using Dragon to find us. That means Atthis must have told her to come after me.’
‘Who is Atthis?’ Analivia asked.
I shook my head impatiently. ‘Listen to me. Rasial says that the man has a knife and that he will use it if he feels even slightly threatened. She said it will be safer for Dragon if we wait here and let them come to us and believe they have surprised us. I think she is right.’
‘Can you coerce him?’ Swallow asked.
Rasial, seeing the echo of the exchange in my mind, sent that this would not be possible. ‘You cannot coerce him, ElspethInnle. There is a mist of madness in him.’
‘Elspeth?’ Swallow prompted again.
‘Rasial is saying I can’t. I think it is because he has taint poisoning. We will do as she suggests and let him come to us. We must prepare a trap.’
Swallow nodded, as did Dameon and Ahmedri, but Analivia stood up decisively. ‘It is getting dark. Let’s make it easy for him to find us by lighting a fire. A big one!’
It was decided that Swallow and I would wait by the fire with Darga and Ahmedri concealed close by. Since we had all come separately or in twos or threes to the mountains, we reasoned that there should be more than one of us waiting in case the man had seen tracks, and since he would be expecting to see me, I must be one of them. Analivia volunteered to go back along the trail and hide in a small cave she remembered noticing on the way up, just beneath the saddle. It would give her an unobstructed view of the long ridgeline leading to the pass, without any risk of being seen. I could farseek her regularly and when she told me that she could see Dragon and the man, Ahmedri and Darga would have plenty of time to conceal themselves. Dameon was to go with Maruman and the horses down to the remnant of the road below the plateau, where they could not be seen from above.
Rasial said that she and Gavyn would go with them. Sensing my surprise, she explained that there was no predicting how the boy would react when he saw the man, and she might be affected enough by the boy’s rage to be compelled to attack. I agreed that they should go with Dameon, though I wondered if she truly was capable of being so affected by Gavyn’s feelings that she would act on them even against her own desires.
The only thing the man should see when he came through the weeping arch was a fire, a man, a woman and a horse. Gahltha had insisted on remaining close by the campsite and we had all agreed it would look suspicious if we had no mounts. Maruman had refused to leave, too, but he was so small that it was unlikely the man would notice him or be troubled if he did.
By the time we had finished making our preparations, the sun had set and the full moon was rising, but fortunately there was a ragged cloud cover that allowed it to show only partially and intermittently. The darker the better, for our plan to work.
Analivia took a bottle of water and some food, and hurried off to take up her position. Although there was no call for him to go at once, Dameon decided he would go down to the road and set up a makeshift camp, since he might be waiting for some time. Ahmedri offered to go down with him and to help him light a fire before doubling back, and the empath accepted his help with thanks, though at the last minute he said, ‘Perhaps I should remain. I could calm this man using empathy.’
‘Better that he should find fewer people here,’ I said firmly. ‘Besides, I am not sure empathy will have much effect on someone whose mind is addled with taint sickness.’
I thought again of Dragon and felt ill at the realisation that she, too, must be afflicted with taint sickness if the man had forced her to cross tainted ground. I could only cling to the image I had seen of her in Gavyn’s memories, which had shown her as badly beaten and battered, but lacking any of the obvious signs of advanced taint sickness.
Dameon heaved a sigh and turned to go along with Faraf, who glanced back and sent solemnly, ‘Take care, ElspethInnle.’
‘Do not fear for me/us, little sistermind,’ I assured her.
When they had gone, Swallow and I set about preparing hiding places for Darga and the tribesman. Our plan was to lure the man between them, and then I was to distract him so that they could leap out and get Dragon safely away from him. Rasial had impressed upon me that the man’s mind was fanatically edgy and suspicious and that I must do nothing to alarm him, for he would have no reason to keep Dragon alive once he had found us.
When all was in readiness, we sat down by the fire and Swallow set some soup at the edge to warm. Then he got out some campbread that he had made while I was ‘sleeping my head off’, as he put it with a mischievous smile. I could not muster a smile in response for I was too anxious about Dragon. The gypsy sobered as he sliced the bread and forked the first piece, handing it to me to toast. I told him that I was not hungry, but he bade me cook, for no one could feel threatened with the smell of toasting bread wafting at them.
Sighing, I forbore to say that it might be hours before the man appeared, and held the bread to the glowing embers. Despite what I had said, when the scent of the toast reached my nose, my stomach began to growl. Swallow laughed and said my stomach gave the lie to my words. This time, I managed a wan grin in response.
For a time we were silent, save for the rising whine of the wind that had blown up, and the sound of the wood and firenuts crackling.
‘She was the first D’rekta that led the Twentyfamilies here, wasn’t she, this Cassandra?’ Swallow asked almost dreamily, his eyes on the wisp of steam rising from the bread. ‘There cannot be two skilled stone carvers born in the Beforetime who left messages for you.’
‘I am certain of it,’ I said.
He looked at me. ‘How do you come to know so much of her life before the holocaust?’
‘I have been having past-dreams of her, almost since I first learned what I must do,’ I said.
His eyes widened. ‘You have seen her, too?’
‘Many times,’ I said. ‘The last time, I think she was talking to another girl about a secret key that would allow a person to reach Sentinel even after it was supposed to be impossible. I have no doubt it was the key I need.’ I frowned, remembering that Analivia had described both women in her vision as having long hair, though in my last dream of Cassy, her hair had been cut short. But perhaps Analivia’s vision had shown them some years after the Great White, for we had no way of knowing how long it was before they had begun their journey to the Red Land.
I hesitated, and then asked, ‘You know one of the messages your D’rekta left me was about Dragon.’
Swallow looked startled. ‘What did it say?’
‘That she carries something I need in her memory of the Red Land,’ I said. ‘I have told you that the futuretellers saw me there with her.’
‘Yet it seems they were mistaken.’
‘I am no longer so sure of that,’ I answered. ‘They never spoke of us travelling there with the expedition. It just seemed so obvious that we would go there in that way. But I have been thinking on it, and the futuretellers never actually said that Dragon would be the reason the four ships would be instrumental in overthrowing the slavemasters. Again I assumed that because of who Dragon is.’
‘But how can either of you get there without the ships to carry you, and especially if you are not to go back to the Land? And how can Rushton and four ships prevail against the might of the slavemasters’ hordes that are said to occupy the Red Land, especially if, as it is said, the enslaved will not rise against them until their queen returns?’ Swallow asked, absently setting aside the toast and forking another slice.
‘All I know is that Dragon has something I need for my quest, and against all the odds, she is coming to me, though she is the beaten and battered captive of an unknown man,’ I said. ‘It is hard for me, knowing this, to doubt that somehow, I will come to the Red Land with her.’
Swallow glanced back towards the pass. ‘Maybe you should check on Analivia.’
I nodded, and mustered my strength to send out a probe shaped to the lowland woman’s mind, deciding that I would also farseek Rasial, for it had occurred to me that she could warn the wolves of what was happening. Rheagor would listen whether or not he regarded her as unnatural. My probe located and Analivia welcomed me with such frantic relief that she nearly dislodged me.
‘What is the matter? Do you see them on the ridgeline?’ I asked, my heart beginning to gallop.
‘Not there!’ Analivia sent. ‘Here. I mean, they have almost reached the pass! I had barely got in place before I saw them below climbing up the spur. It was only sheer luck that the man did not look up and see me. I did not dare come back to warn you, for he would have surely seen me. I have been cowering in my hole willing you would farseek me in time. Elspeth, he will be there in minutes!’
I withdrew, and bade Swallow help Darga to hide in the hole we had prepared and to lay a blanket over it, for the man was about to come through the pass. The gypsy wasted no time in asking questions, and I farsent to Ahmedri. When he understood what had happened, he promised that he would return stealthily, since he could not now arrive before Dragon and her captor.
‘It may work in our favour, for once you have the man’s attention, I can move around and approach him from behind. The fire will ruin his night vision,’ he added.
‘Just be careful,’ I warned and withdrew.
Swallow returned to sit down, and shifting the soup onto the flame, he began stirring it vigorously to send out its enticing scent. I set aside the bread I had toasted and forked another slice to cook. Our plan was simple. We would offer the man a bowl of food, knowing that he would need both hands to hold it. But first he must be made to feel relaxed enough to believe we were no threat.
‘We should not sit here in silence,’ Swallow said in a low voice. ‘It does not matter what we say, for the wind will stop him hearing clearly, but the sound of voices will reassure him that we are not setting a trap. Make sure you are sitting at an angle that lets you watch the pass out of the corner of your eye.’ He glanced up at the sky, which was black, save for a thin place in the cloud cover where the moonlight could shine through.
‘I can just see it,’ I said.
‘Remember, if he is affected by taint poisoning, as you suspect, his reactions and wits will be slowed, but he will be nervous and unpredictable, too,’ Swallow warned.
‘As soon as I think he is distracted enough, I will beastspeak Darga. When he leaps out, you must move instantly and get Dragon away. Nothing else matters.’
‘What if he attacks you?’ Swallow asked.
‘I, Marumanyelloweyes / Moonwatcher, will protect ElspethInnle,’ Maruman sent, and he lifted his head to glare at Swallow, baring his teeth and uttering a low growl.
‘I, Gahltha Daywatcher, am here, too, ElspethInnle,’ Gahltha sent, and he tapped his hoof twice on the stone and snorted.
‘I just wish we knew what he wanted,’ Swallow said after a small silence. ‘I can accept he might know where you are because of Dragon. But that does not tell us why this man wants you so badly that he would risk taint poisoning.’
‘Maybe he wants a hostage,’ I said.
‘Surely the girl would make a perfect hostage if that is all he wants,’ Swallow said.
I was studying the blanket-covered stone on the other side of the fire, where we had reckoned to seat our visitor. It was facing the fire and it would put him side-on to Darga’s hiding place. No matter how closely he held Dragon, he would have to loosen his grip if he would sit, and when Darga leapt out, he would be facing away from Swallow, giving the gypsy a chance to leap at him unseen.
‘Once we have him, we will bind him with his own filthy leash, and find out what he wants,’ Swallow muttered. ‘Do you see him yet?’
‘No,’ I said, but then the moonlight shone down fleetingly and I saw a dark shape at the pass. ‘Yes,’ I said.
Swallow immediately began a rather stilted treatise on the best woods for carving. I hardly heard him, for my whole mind was on the pair moving softly towards us, shadows in darkness. I kept my eyes on the bread I was toasting, not wanting the man to have any reason to fear he had been seen. I dared not try to farseek Dragon lest she do or say something that caused her captor to hurt her. Then the hulking form of a man stopped dead at the edge of the hollow, and I farsent to warn Swallow who leaned forward to stir the soup. He was still talking, but I could not take in a word of it, nor muster any response. Every part of me was focused on the man swaying at the edge of the hollow. I could just see that he was holding Dragon close against his side, one arm wrapped around her and the rope wound about his hand to shorten it. As he began to move down into the hollow, moonlight showed again and glinted on the knife he held in his free hand.
Carefully, I reached out to the man’s mind, praying that Rasial had been wrong, and that I would be able to coerce him, but the ridgeback had been right. I could not get into his mind. The taint in him was strong enough to make my mind buzz uncomfortably and I wondered how Rasial had managed to read the man’s thoughts. But then I remembered, it was not his thoughts but his spirit that the merged spirit-form of Rasial and Gavyn had read.
Concentrate! I snarled at myself. I heard the sound of a boot scrape the stone. It was too loud for us not to have heard, and I looked up even as Swallow turned slowly, rising to his feet and squinting into the darkness. He took care to keep his hands in view so that the man would see he held no more than a wooden spoon. ‘Who is there?’ he asked in a tone that contrived to be both wary and anxious.
The man stopped again, and seeing him in the dim ruddy firelight, it seemed to me that I had seen him before, though I did not recognise him. He was a good head taller than Ahmedri, strongly built and solidly muscled, but his eyes glittered with fever and all about his mouth and throat were the black blister-sores of advanced taint sickness among his filthy matted beard. Pity warred with revulsion, but both were swept away by terror when he drew Dragon against his chest and belly and lifted the blade to lay the edge of it against her throat. Horror welled in me at the thought that he meant to cut her throat then and there, and I felt Maruman’s claws sink into my legs though he did not move otherwise.
For a long moment nothing happened, and then I gathered my wits and my courage and pretended to squint to see so that he would not wonder why I made no comment about the knife. I said, ‘Come closer sirrah, so that we can see you. Have you and the lass had an accident? This is a dreadful lonely place to be injured, but lucky for you I have a healing kit and a little skill.’
I could not see Dragon’s eyes for they were closed, nor could I tell if she had taint blisters, for there were fresh smears of blood over her miscoloured and swollen face.
‘Come and share our fire,’ Swallow invited. ‘You need have no fear of us, for there is only me and my sister Elaria. In truth it is not men you need to fear in these mountains but the queer beasts as dwell here. Join us, if you will, because four will fare better than two and a horse. It is a pity we had to abandon our wagon but there was no help for it in these mountains. We have some stew if you would like. Do you have anything we could use to thicken it, mayhap? A turnip? My sister can tend to your wounds.’
‘Where is she?’ the man growled. The edges of the words were slurred and I realised with horror that there were blisters inside his mouth and over his tongue. He must have drunk tainted water!
But his knife hand did not waver.
Cold ran through me and with it a deadly sense of purpose.
I set Maruman aside and, rising, drew off the scarf I had pulled over my hair. ‘I will come to you, if you will release the girl,’ I said, knowing I could better fight and hold the knife off than the half-stunned Dragon, and even if he cut me, I would heal.
The man glared at me. ‘You think I don’t know my own kin, woman? I know she is near. Summon her or I will stick the girl and I know you don’t want that.’ He staggered a little and the knife drew a little necklace of blood beads, but Dragon did not speak or open her eyes. Maybe she was unconscious.
‘I do not know what kin you mean,’ I began carefully, wondering if he was mad, and then I heard the ring of boots on stone.
‘I am here,’ said Analivia, coming down from the weeping arch.
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‘What do you want, brother?’ Analivia asked coldly.
Moss! I thought.
The big man’s attention was wholly fixed on his sister, though he did not slacken his grip on Dragon nor shift the knife from her throat.
‘I came for you, little sister. I am your kin though you forgot it when you gave your soul to the mutants and beast lovers,’ he snarled, then he spat and the blood was dark on the stone by his feet.
‘It is you who forgot you were my brother long ago,’ Analivia said. She was trembling like a leaf and her hands hanging at her sides clawed the cloth of her trews.
‘A brother rules his sister and his mother,’ Moss said in his slurred, wet voice. ‘They are no more than beasts to a man and he does what he pleases with them and to them. So did my father and so he taught me to do.’
‘I dwelt with my only true brother,’ Analivia hissed.
‘That moon calf,’ Moss said, and spat again. ‘Is that how you came to the beast lovers, girl? You gave yourself to Bergold and then to the beast lovers and what next? The beasts themselves?’
‘I would say that you are the beast but it would be an insult to any animal,’ Analivia said, but her voice shook. ‘Why did you come?’
‘I said already, to get you and bring you back,’ snarled Moss. ‘Father said I could have you if I helped him get free, but he died just after we got free of the rebels, the old fool. Tripped down a gorge and broke his neck.’ He gave a cawing laugh that sent out a spray of saliva and blood. ‘So I decided I would have you anyway. I was coming up to get you from Bergold’s place but when I tickled the servant with a knife, he said the master and his sister had gone to live with the mutants at Obernewtyn. I was on the road up when I found the girl going all alone the same way. I remembered her red hair from Sutrium, when she went about with that uppity healer Dardelan crooned over. I caught her and used her to get me past the mutants and beast lovers.’
I wondered why Dragon had not used her powers to defend herself. Unless Moss had already been riddled with taint sickness when he captured her. His knife tip crept closer to the throbbing artery in the girl’s slender throat and I held my breath knowing that he had only to jerk and cut and she would bleed to death in seconds.
‘How did you know where Ana was?’ I asked softly, hoping he would shift position and get the knife away from Dragon’s throat.
Moss’s black hungry gaze swivelled to me and he said cryptically, ‘Blood knows blood.’
‘Let the child go and come to me,’ Analivia invited. Her voice was steadier now. ‘You want me, don’t you?’ There was a desperate, hideous coyness in her voice but her hand was moving towards the little sheath that held her belt knife. My heart began to pound for if she drew it out and tried to attack him, Moss would kill Dragon.
I was desperately trying to form a probe to stop her when Moss suddenly laughed. ‘Do you think I am a fool like Bergold, Analivia? I have felt your iron claw before. Take off the knife sheath and set it down beside you and then come to me. Better still, take off your clothes and come to me naked so I can see you are unarmed. You have filled out some since I last saw you so, and I would see how it suits you.’
I heard Swallow draw in a fierce, ragged breath of outrage, but my eyes were on the knife poised against Dragon’s throat.
‘Obey me or the mutant pig dies,’ Moss told his sister gloatingly. His mouth split into a feral lunatic grin. ‘Unless you would like me to kill it. Is that it? Are you jealous, Analivia? I did not use her for she is a mutant and to take such a one to my bed would be vile.’
‘Moss,’ I said softly. ‘You are hurt and hungry. Sit and I will give you some food and Ana can tend your hurts. We can talk. No one needs to die here.’
Moss bared his teeth at me but I saw with relief that he had withdrawn the knife a little. ‘Sit down, bitch, or I will cut her head off.’ Then his eyes narrowed. ‘You will come back with me too, Elspeth Gordie, doxy to the master of Obernewtyn. Him and all the beast lovers will cringe and weep and grovel to do my bidding, once they see I have you. And if they don’t move fast enough, why you can use your filthy mutant powers on them. I heard you can kill with your mind. I’d like to see that.’ He grinned horribly and I saw that his teeth were streaked with blood. ‘You’d have killed me I guess, if it wasn’t for the demon band I wear.’
My mouth fell open as I understood why Dragon had not been able to affect him, and then it struck me that this might be why he was sick. He must not know or perhaps he did not believe it when it was made known that demon bands were filled with tainted matter that would prevent the mind of a wearer being entered by a Misfit, but would eventually kill them.
His blackened lips split in a wide, delighted smile that made the sores about his mouth crack and ooze glistening pus. ‘Show me the trick now, mutant. Kill the gypsy there. Do it or I will kill the girl.’
‘Moss,’ Analivia cried, but even as her brother turned towards her, a small owl appeared out of the enfolding darkness on silent grey wings, talons outstretched as it flew at Moss’s face. He bellowed and instinctively lifted his hands to protect his eyes. The little owl banked at the last second to cut away and vanish into the black night as soundlessly as it had come.
After a stunned moment, both Swallow and I sprang forward and I was conscious of Darga leaping from his nest of blankets at the same moment, but the knife that flew between us was faster and buried itself in the left side of Moss’s chest with a woody thump. It was a clean and perfect kill and Moss did not utter a sound as he fell flat on his back with the heavy lifeless thud of a sack of flour.
I ran to scoop up Dragon who had slid boneless to the ground when Moss released her to fend off the owl. I was terrified that he might have killed her but thankfully he had missed the vein. Even so the cut was deep enough that blood ran freely down her neck and her skin felt cold and clammy. I looked up to ask for a blanket and saw Analivia swaying on her feet, her expression a ghastly mixture of horror and triumph.
Only then did I realise that it was she who had thrown the knife.
Swallow put an arm about her shoulders and drew her to sit by the fire as Ahmedri knelt by me and wrapped a blanket around Dragon before lifting her effortlessly into his arms. ‘I will tend her,’ he said, beginning to open a pouch at his belt. He looked at me. ‘I know what to do.’
I knew he spoke the truth, for Jakoby had told me long ago that all tribesmen and women who learned to fight were taught the rudiments of healing because Sadorians believed that one capable of taking a life ought also to be capable of saving one. I was glad when he bade me get water and warm it, for it gave me something to do. But when I tried to pour water from my bottle into a pan, my hand shook so hard that I spilled most of it.
‘You look white enough to faint, too. Sit,’ Swallow said, taking the pan from me and filling it himself before setting it to warm on the fire.
Analivia was rigid beside me, her eyes wide and unfocused. Pity welled up in me as I thought of what she must have endured and I reached out to take her hands. They were ice cold and limp so I chafed them gently between my own until the blankness faded from her eyes.
She took a shuddering breath and looked at me, shame in her expression. ‘I … I dreamed so many times of killing him but I was a child and I was terrified of what he would do to me if I failed.’ She shuddered. ‘I told him that I would tell the Councilman or the healer what he did to me and he said he would cut my tongue and eyes out if I did, for he had no need of them.’
Her words reminded me too vividly of the nightmarish period when I had been a prisoner of the rebel Malik. For a moment I seemed to feel the cold touch of his knife tip against my cheek, when he had threatened to cut my eyes out. He would have mutilated and tortured me before killing me, but he had not been my brother and he had not abused me first.
‘Ana, none of it was your fault or your doing,’ I said softly. ‘Moss was stronger and older.’
She did not seem to hear me as she went on, half babbling and occasionally giving a sobbing kind of laugh. ‘Almost I hated my name, because his mouth could speak it. But my mother gave it to me and … and I loved her. She knew what he would do, I think, before even he knew. She sent me away on errands as much as she could. She had the healer teach me midwifing because it meant I would have to be away from home a lot. She … protected me as best she could but she could not protect herself from my father, and when she was gone, Moss came.’ Tears had begun to stream down her cheeks and I found myself weeping too, because my own childhood, however brutally it had ended, had been full of love.
Swallow sat down on the other side of Analivia and clasped my hands and hers in his. Gradually Analivia’s wild storm of weeping became less violent until finally she ceased with a little shuddering sigh.
‘He was a monster,’ Swallow said, and never had I heard him speak with such icy rage.
‘He was my brother and I killed him,’ Analivia said. She sounded numb and exhausted.
‘You did not kill him out of hate or the desire for revenge, though you had reason enough to feel both. You killed him to protect Dragon.’
Analivia looked at him for a long moment, her expression unreadable, and then she took her hands from ours, covered her face with them and began to weep again, very softly.
We spent the remainder of the night in the hollow for Dragon’s sake, in the hope that she would wake. Her skin was very cool and pale, a sure sign of shock, Ahmedri said, and Swallow agreed. I felt only a terrible sense of weariness at seeing her lost in sleep yet again. I did not dare try to enter her mind to draw her out. I could only pray, as I had done so many times before, that she would wake and that her mind and memories would be intact.
I had farsent Dameon to let the others know what had happened, and they all hurried back to the hollow. The moon was setting by the time Gavyn and Rasial appeared, with Dameon and the horses. The little owl, which I had not seen for days and had all but forgotten until she attacked Moss, was sitting on Gavyn’s shoulder, her eyes wide and yellow in the darkness.
‘Did you send Fey?’ I asked Rasial, remembering the name Kella had given her.
‘The cub did,’ Rasial said when Gavyn did not even seem to hear the question. ‘We flew with the bird and watched in spirit-form, and when we saw that the funaga-li meant to kill the she-cub we bade her attack.’
I shivered at the thought of being watched by spirit-eyes, and yet had not I watched the world through spirit-eyes more than once, if inexpertly? Besides, if they had not watched and sent the owl flying into Moss’s face, the night might have ended very differently. I thanked Rasial and then Gavyn, but the boy rose and wandered away in the midst of my words to look down at the sleeping Dragon. Then he smiled his soft, strange smile and, to my surprise, he threw the owl into the air. As the tiny bird floated away, Gavyn stretched out on the bare ground alongside Dragon and Rasial went to lie on the other side of the girl. That reminded me of how the beasthealer Darius had summoned this strange pair to help him tend to Miky. Had he been able to see that their spirits were merged, and how or why had he used them to help Miky? But Miky had woken and now I could only hope that they would be able to bring Dragon to wakefulness.
Analivia had wanted to sit vigil by Dragon but, displaced now, she stood uncertainly looking down at the odd trio. I bade her join us by the fire for a meal but she answered tersely that she was tired and would rather sleep than eat. She would not meet my eyes and in a short while she wrapped herself in her blanket and lay down with her back to us.
Ahmedri went off for a time as Swallow prepared his meal, and arrived back at the camp dragging several surprisingly large branches from a dead tree that he had noticed growing from the cliff below, where the Beforetime road ran. He had found in its roots a handful of dry-looking tubers. The latter were added to the stew while Ahmedri broke up the wood and fed it to the fire. The firenuts Gavyn had collected put out more heat, but there was something pleasing about the loud crack and hiss and the pungent scent of burning wood.
I looked across the fire at Dameon, in whose lap Maruman sat contentedly asleep. The empath was gazing into the fire, his expression very serious, and I wondered what he was thinking about. I had told him what had transpired with Moss and Analivia when I farsought him but none of us had talked about what had happened. Perhaps we had been constrained by the dead Moss, whose body Swallow and Ahmedri had dragged out of sight of his sister, or by the things he had revealed about his relationship with Analivia. Now, she lay still, but I did not think anyone believed she was sleeping.
The horses were grazing while they had the chance. It was Faraf who had told me that Rheagor had come with two other wolves to get us, but after talking with Rasial, they had departed again, bidding us come as soon as we were able to do so. They had promised to leave a trail that could be followed even by a dog. Faraf had said diffidently that she supposed that was meant to be an insult, but that Rasial had merely acknowledged the wolf’s words.
When I had told the others what had been said, they all sobered at the news that we would soon be crossing tainted ground, though I assured them, as Rheagor had assured Rasial, that he would lead us where the taint was lightest.
‘She sleeps,’ Dameon said softly, and I realised that what I had taken for preoccupation had been the empath sending calmness and tranquillity and serenity to Analivia. No wonder Maruman was sitting on his lap. Indeed, now that Dameon had ceased to empathise, Maruman opened his yellow eye and glared at the empath before shifting from his lap to my knee, kneading and clawing me painfully until he had made me comfortable for himself.
‘You should get some sleep,’ Dameon suggested. ‘I can feel you worrying about Dragon, but that won’t help her.’
‘I am worried about her, but it is Analivia who concerns me right now. I can’t help but think about her childhood. It must have been appalling.’
‘She rose above it,’ Dameon said firmly. ‘At the moment the hardest thing for her to bear is knowing that we know what was done to her.’
‘But she has no cause for shame,’ I said indignantly, and then I sighed. ‘Yet it is true that a victim often blames themselves for what has happened to them.’ I looked over at Dragon. ‘I wonder who Dragon will blame for what has happened to her when she wakes. But more, I wonder how Moss knew his sister would be in the mountains with me. When I asked how he had found this camp, he said that blood knows blood, but what does that mean? In truth, I cannot believe it was mere chance that he happened on Dragon who was coming to where his sister was.’
‘Why would the dream speaker allow Dragon to bring Moss to you?’ Dameon asked. ‘What gain would there be in it?’
‘Dragon is connected to my quest, Dameon. There is something in her memories of the Red Land that I need to know, to deal with Sentinel.’
Dameon looked astonished, but then he said, ‘I have been thinking about your Cassandra. You said that she went to the Red Land before she came to the Land. Why didn’t she just deal with Sentinel herself, while she was there?’
‘I have wondered about that myself, and I can only suppose that either she did not have all that was needed or that Sentinel is not in the Red Land,’ I said. ‘Besides, remember that Hannah had foreseen that I alone would be capable of preventing it from being used.’
‘I had forgotten that,’ Dameon admitted.
I noticed that Ahmedri and Swallow were listening, and included them with a glance when I said, ‘We have to decide what to do if Dragon does not wake.’
‘We make a travois,’ Ahmedri said swiftly enough that I guessed he had given the matter some thought. ‘The horses can take turns pulling it and when the way is too steep, we can use ropes to haul it up or down.’ He added that he had already laid aside the longest branches from the tree he had dragged in to use as side poles.
Swallow nodded his approval, yawning, and then suggested we might be wise to get some sleep if we wanted to leave the next day.
‘I will take first watch,’ I offered, knowing I was too wide awake to sleep yet.
‘I will sit with you,’ Dameon said gently.
‘I will take the next watch and that will bring us through to dawn, I fear,’ said Ahmedri.
‘Wake me when the sun is up, my friend, and we will cover the body with a cairn before Ana rises,’ Swallow said. ‘He was a bastard but he was her brother and her blood so we cannot leave him as a feast for the firelizards.’
‘If we carry him up and lay him by the remains of the talus we will not have to carry the stones far,’ Ahmedri said, yawning too. Both men went off into the darkness still talking of cairns and travois and then they returned to wrap themselves in their blankets and sleep.
I found my eyes drawn again to Dragon, who slept still between Gavyn and Rasial. Her hair was a dirty red gold in the firelight, and although Ahmedri had wiped the injured places on her face and body in order to treat them, tomorrow I would get up early and bathe her.
I felt Dameon’s empathy soothing me, and sighed. ‘I am sorry. I can’t stop worrying about things. Tell me, what do you feel when you are close to them? Rasial and Gavyn, I mean. Do you feel anything from them now?’
‘I sense they are doing something but I do not know what,’ Dameon answered.
I told him about the merged spirits of the strange pair, and about how Darius had used them to help him tend to Miky.
‘Perhaps they are healing Dragon’s spirit,’ Dameon said. ‘Maybe when Darius used them to help him with Miky, they saw how it was done.’
‘I hope so,’ I said grimly. ‘My fear is that she will wake, but without any memory of her past.’
‘She loves you, Elspeth, and one day she will recollect it,’ the empath said.
‘Do you feel it or do you know it?’ I asked with a wry smile.
He smiled wanly back. ‘For me, very often it is the same thing, but in this case, I suppose the best way to put it is to say that love is not so easily forgotten. Think how Rushton’s mind was possessed by the things Ariel did to him, yet it clung to a memory of you that saved him, even though, paradoxically, it was your image which was used to torture him. The love Rushton felt for you was stronger than the fear and hate Ariel had trained his mind to feel,’ he said.
I noticed a queer rigidity in the empath’s face. ‘Did you quarrel with Rushton, Dameon?’
A startled, almost wary expression came over his features. ‘Why do you ask?’
I shrugged, already wishing I had not spoken. ‘It is … it is just that when you speak of him I see something in your expression. Some reserve.’
‘I love him and honour him and yet I left him to go to the woman he loves while he cannot,’ Dameon said flatly. He was silent for a time, and then he said, ‘Perhaps I envy him as well.’
‘Because he can see?’ I asked incredulously. ‘You see more than most sighted folk and always have done. In truth Rushton would envy your Talent and call himself blind by comparison.’
‘Yet he has Talent,’ Dameon said.
‘A great cavern within him that he cannot enter of his own will, and he does not acknowledge it as a Talent.’
‘What is a Talent but an ability which most people do not possess? But I meant that I envy Rushton the strength of his will. He is a born leader because he can truly put the welfare of others ahead of his own desires.’ Dameon rose suddenly and said he would try to sleep.
‘Sleep well,’ I said, slightly bewildered by his sudden departure. Only when he had curled up in his blanket did I realise that he had not answered my question, yet I could not imagine him quarrelling with Rushton.
‘All funaga are blind in one way or another,’ Maruman grumbled sleepily.
I stared into the fire for a long time, thinking about Straaka and Ahmedri and the oldOnes and about Miryum and the mysterious efari, if it was they who had captured her. I thought about Cassandra and about Hannah and Jacob Obernewtyn. Then I thought about Analivia and her father and brothers, and about Rasial and Gavyn. There was so much to think about; so much that I had discovered since leaving Obernewtyn.
I looked at Dragon often and prayed that when morning came she would wake. Even if she still feared and hated me, that would be better than this. I could try to befriend her from the beginning this time, rather than frightening her by insisting she acknowledge a friendship she did not remember. Having Dameon with us would help. Indeed, it was possible that was why he had been summoned.
When I calculated I had finished my watch, I awakened Swallow and bade him good morning and goodnight before rolling myself in my blanket to sleep. Maruman curled up with me.
‘My guardians,’ I murmured, and slept.
I dreamed of a dragon flying in the wind, red and gold as the sun rising from the sea behind it. I saw the wolfman dream form, red and violet, flying alongside it. They swooped down to brush the bronze skin of the sea, and I heard a lovely wash of music rising from the waves, and then Ari-noor was leaping from the sea to sail up into the air and the music rose until it seemed a tide of sound, lifting them all higher and higher, until they began to melt and merge in the high realm of pure spirit.
The dream changed and I saw a little girl with pale skin and dark unruly hair crouched low in a meadow of long and impossibly vivid green grass. The girl giggled, then she raised her head slowly as if playing hide and seek. A woman came and hunkered down alongside her. I noted the darkness of her skin and the long, thick, curling hair, black as night, which brushed her waist. A pureblood gypsy, I thought, only there was no Twentyfamilies tattoo on her arm. A halfbreed that throws to her gypsy side. Then she turned to look in the direction the child was pointing and I saw her face.
She was a good ten years older than when last I had seen her, but there was no mistaking her. It was Cassandra.
I was shocked, for I had never seen her at this age before, and because it meant I was again dreaming of her in the days after the Great White. Had I dreamed of her this way because Analivia had dreamed of her after the holocaust?
The child gave a laugh and pounced on a kitten that had come stalking them through the grass. Its markings and its yellow eyes were Maruman’s and I wondered if this was the cat Analivia had dreamed of, lying in Hannah Seraphim’s arms. But no, this must have been one of its kittens, given how many years older Cassy was. The woman reached out to the kitten to rub his belly and he went limp with pleasure in the girl’s arms.
Definitely not Maruman, I thought. He would have my hand off at the wrist if I tried to rub his belly like that. But then I remembered I had never known him as a kitten. Maybe he had been like this before whatever had befallen him.
The child set the kitten down and plucked a blade of grass, which she began to wiggle enticingly. The kitten’s eyes went black and he flattened himself to the ground, twitching his rump and tail before pouncing, spitting and fizzing. The child shrieked with laughter. I noticed that she had dark green eyes fringed with heavy black lashes. Not Cassandra’s child, for she had borne only one child and it had been the boy, Evander. This was likely the child of one of the Beforetime Misfits, which had later become the Twentyfamilies of the Land.
‘Is it only when I am asleep that we can come here? Grass is so nice,’ said the girl in a wistful, piping voice. Her little round face and green eyes were very serious under a dark ragged fringe that looked as if it had been hacked off with a blunt knife.
Cassandra wriggled her fingers and laughed when the kitten shot out a paw to bat at them. Then she looked at the child and said, ‘Hannah has seen true green grass growing in the world, and she has promised me that all three of us will see it before we die.’
‘Does she see everything?’ the little girl asked, eyes wide.
‘Not everything, but maybe too much, little one.’ There was pity in Cassandra’s face now.
The kitten suddenly stretched, and two transparent golden wings burst from his back. He unfurled them, flew up gracefully and vanished. ‘Oh, why did you make him go?’ asked the girl, sounding disappointed.
Cassandra said gently, ‘Merimyn visits our dreams as he chooses, dear one.’
The child gave the older woman an arch smile from under her fringe. ‘I know you made him up for me.’
Cassandra laughed. ‘Believe what you will, child, but I did not create Merimyn.’
‘Then who did? Mama?’
Cassandra hesitated and then shook her head slightly, as if deciding something. ‘Why, he made himself up. But the one thing I do know is that no one is his master.’
The little girl gave her a sceptical look from under the fringe, and then said solemnly, ‘When I grow up, no one will be my master either.’
‘That is a fine ambition.’
The child sighed and looked around. ‘It is so black and ugly when we are awake. And the muties frighten me.’
‘Don’t call them that, child. It’s not their fault they are as they are,’ Cassandra said. She drew the child into her arms and kissed her head. ‘We must pity them, even if we can’t help being frightened of them. But soon we’ll set sail and leave this dreadful land to them.’
I felt myself being shaken and the dream dissolved as I opened my eyes to find it was morning and Swallow was looking down at me with consternation. I blinked at him, groggy from the depth and intensity of my past-dream, and said, ‘His name was Merimyn.’
Swallow said in a low, urgent voice, ‘Elspeth, listen to me. The body has gone.’
I sat up, struggling to understand. ‘Not Dragon?’ I gasped.
The gypsy shook his head impatiently. ‘Dragon sleeps. I mean Moss who was dead. Is dead, but gone. You recall that we dragged his body just outside the hollow last night – over there – so that it would not be the first thing Analivia saw when she got up, but when Ahmedri and I went just now to carry him up to build the cairn about him, he was gone.’
I climbed out of my bedding and went with the gypsy to the place where he and Ahmedri had laid the dead man. There was nothing to say he had ever been there, not even a telltale smear of blood. ‘Something must have been drawn by the scent of blood.’
‘It is no mere firelizard or cave rat than can haul away a man that size in such silence that a tribesman does not hear a thing,’ Swallow said. ‘And where are the tracks?’
I looked over to the fire, where Analivia was folding her blanket and rummaging in her pack. ‘She doesn’t know yet?’
‘I cannot judge if she would bear telling after last night,’ he said. ‘We could say that we buried him by hurling him into the abyss.’
I shook my head. ‘We must tell her the truth, for what if we were to come upon the remains of his body suddenly?’
Swallow looked doubtful but he followed me back to the fire where Analivia knelt. She glanced at us, her expression remote, but her face changed as she took in our manner. She stood up. ‘What is the matter?’
‘Ana, Ahmedri and Swallow dragged the body of your brother away from the camp last night. They meant to built a cairn over it this morning, but it has vanished.’
‘Moss is alive?’ Alarm flashed in her eyes.
‘No!’ I said quickly. ‘He was well and truly dead last night. I meant that we think some beast or several carried him off in the night …’
She stared at me for a long moment, and then gave a shaky laugh, but her expression was hard. ‘Did you truly think I’d have hysterics because of some beast gnawing on Moss’s bones?’ She shook her head emphatically. ‘I cannot mourn for the death of a man who did me so much ill, much less for his body. But in truth, even if I had loved him, it would not offend me to think beasts had taken him for a meal. A body is no more than flesh. After all that you have told us of Ahmedri’s brother Straaka, I know that we are far more than bones and skin and blood.’
Swallow and I gaped at her in wonder, and then the gypsy laughed and said, ‘You are a marvel, Ana.’
The admiration in his voice did not make her smile. She reached down to take up a pot of water standing in the ashes, and carried it over to Dragon, where she knelt and began to bathe the dirt from the girl’s face, her expression closed and her cheeks pale.
I thought of what Dameon had said, and wondered how to convince Analivia that we did not blame or judge her for what had been done to her. Swallow shook his head and began to make porridge, saying whether or not Analivia was distraught, we had better set up an armed watch in future. Then Ahmedri called him to help make Dragon’s travois. I took over preparing the porridge. It was beginning to bubble sluggishly when Dameon came down into the hollow. His wet hair and damp pink face told me that he had been bathing and I had a sudden urge to do the same.
‘How did you manage to wash your hair in those trickles of water?’ I asked.
‘Slowly,’ he said drily.
Realising this might be my last chance to bathe for some time, I decided to make the effort. I left the empath to stir the porridge, got some clean underwear and soap from my pack and went up to bathe.
Dameon had been right about it being time consuming because the water fell in icy trickles from the stone arch, but it was a pleasure to be clean and afterwards I washed my small clothes as well. I had managed not to anguish over the fact that Dragon had not woken, but when I returned to the hollow, Ahmedri and Swallow were lifting her gently into the travois they had created.
Analivia came to me carrying her towel and soap and said she was going to bathe as well.
‘How is she?’ I asked, nodding towards Dragon.
‘She stirred as I bathed her wounds and once she cried out in pain when I sewed a deep gash on her leg, but she did not come near to waking. None of her wounds is fatal or poisoned and I would not say she has been exposed to a dangerous level of taint.’
She went out of the hollow towards the weeping stone arch and I went down to sit on a stone beside the travois, thinking of my dream of the dragon flying with the wolfman that was the merged spirit-form of Gavyn and Rasial. Had they been flying with her spirit-form in the night? I had thought they were healing her but there had been something joyous in that mad flight, swooping down to touch the waves and then flying up on a tide of song. But it could not be that Ari-noor had flown with them.
Dragon’s face and arms were clean now, but her hair was still a draggled tangle. I got another bowl of water from the fire and carried it back to wash her hair as best I could, then I towelled it dry. She did not stir as I combed out the snarls and tangles, but I told myself that her heavy sleep was a natural enough consequence of the terrifying ordeal she had endured at the hands of the taint-sick Moss. Aside from being battered, she was very thin, and I reckoned the deranged man had not fed her for days on end. Unfortunately, there was no way to fatten her until she woke and could take food of her own free will. Until then, we had no choice but to coerce her to drink and eat, just as we had done when she had last fallen into a coma. Her mind would not let me in but fortunately it was possible to coerce her body without touching her mind.
‘I have never seen hair that colour,’ Ahmedri said, coming to stand by me.
‘The Red Queen,’ I said.
‘It is strange to think that my brother’s woman lies in an enforced sleep and now it is the same with this child. It is like a plague of sleep,’ he murmured.
I looked at him. ‘Why do you never speak her name?’
‘She never gave me leave,’ he said, and turned away.
I went to the fire and Swallow handed me a bowl of porridge dribbled with honey and studded with a few dried berries, saying that was my share and that Analivia had cleaned the pot before going to bathe. He rose then, and said he was going to begin preparing the packs to be loaded on the horses, for everything would need rearranging because of the travois.
I promised to bring my own pack to him as soon as I had broken my fast. I barely tasted the porridge as I spooned it up, for I was thinking of my dream of Cassandra and wondering if it had been a past-dream or just a vivid but ordinary dream. As if aware that I was thinking of a kitten that bore a name like to his, Maruman came padding over to me and gave the bowl a pointed look. I set the remainder of the porridge down for him and went to roll up my blanket before I carried my pack to where Ahmedri and Swallow were loading up the horses.
‘I could carry my funaga and another,’ Faraf was beastspeaking Gahltha.
I was startled by her use of the possessive term when she spoke of Dameon.
‘Faraf has taken on the desert tradition that a human and an equine can bond out of friendship and mutual regard,’ Gahltha informed me, sensing my surprise. ‘She regards Dameon as her man in the way that Falada regards Ahmedri as hers. If I thought in that way, I would name you my Elspeth.’ He gave a soft whicker of amusement.
For some reason, I found myself thinking of what the tribesman had said about a plague of sleep.
‘Mornir will wake,’ Gahltha assured me, suddenly serious.
‘The last time she slept like this, it was for many long moons.’
‘This is not such a sleep as that, Elspethlnnle,’ Maruman sent crossly, coming to sit on a stone.
I wanted to ask what sort of sleep it was then, but I sensed he was in a cantankerous mood so I held my tongue. I would ask Rasial about Dragon when she and the boy returned. Ahmedri helped me fasten my pack and the stone sword and the bow and arrows to the webbing on Gahltha’s back as he explained that it had been decided by the horses that the grey’s gait was smoothest and so he would pull the travois.
‘I am the strongest of the equines,’ Gahltha added, ‘but strength is needed less than smoothness.’
Once the other horses were readied, Dragon’s travois was fastened to the webbing on Sendari’s back. While she helped with it, Analivia seemed very much her old self, but the moment it was done she moved away from the rest of us and stood gazing to the north. I wondered if she thought of her brother, or of the Blacklands that lay beyond the mountains.
I turned back to look at Dragon on her travois and had a sudden memory of Domick, stricken with plague and lashed to the back of Rolf’s enormous greathorse Golfur on a bier. Did the blacksmith still ride the horse, I wondered, though he was now chieftain of Halfmoon Bay? Rolf had come to Obernewtyn for the moon fair but that had long since ended and by now Rolf would be back in the Westland.
‘Time to go?’ Swallow asked at last, laying a hand on my shoulder.
I hesitated, thinking of Rasial and Gavyn, who had wandered off yet again, but they had proven more than capable of taking care of themselves and Rasial could sniff out the wolves’ scent trail as easily as Darga. I nodded and went to mount up on Gahltha. Swallow gave Analivia a leg up behind Ahmedri on Falada and then he leapt up behind me. Dameon sat on Faraf, and to my surprise, when I called to Maruman to get up, he climbed into the travois, and curled up alongside Dragon’s head, even as he had used to do when Dragon had lain in the Healing Hall at Obernewtyn locked in her coma dream.
Ahmedri took the lead on Falada, as he knew the way already, and Dameon followed on Faraf with Sendari behind. Swallow and I brought up the rear on Gahltha. I was thinking again of what the tribesman had said about a plague of sleep, for it had occured to me that it was not only Miryum and Dragon who lay sleeping, waiting to be wakened. Somewhere in the world, Sentinel waited to be wakened, too. Yet it was not my task to wake the computermachine program, but to ensure it never woke. It was the Destroyer who would wake her, if I failed, and then a plague of sleep would truly come, but it would be the longsleep, from which none would ever wake.
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By midday, the scent trail left by the wolves on the Beforetime road had brought us around to the east to a humped line of mountains which Darga pronounced tainted. The broken road curved back to the north, but the wolves’ spore went east and so we left the road to toil up and down the hills, winding back and forth around what we guessed must be virulent patches of tainted ground. It was only when the sun was setting behind us over the high dark spine of peaks to the west that we had our first sight of the Blacklands between higher peaks rising to the north and south.
All that day the others had spoken eagerly of getting to a place where we would finally be able to see our way clear of the mountains. I had said nothing to their comments and speculations, knowing what awaited them. But I had forgotten how dreadful that vast darkness spreading out beyond the high mountains was, or maybe the impact on me was magnified by the knowledge that I had to cross it, for when we reached the zenith of the long slope we had been climbing, and found ourselves with a clear if narrow view to the east, hopeless dismay rose in my heart at the sight of the grim black plain that ran away from the mountains to the horizon.
It was night already where ink-black shadow stretched out from the foot of the mountains, but beyond it, where the ruddy light of dusk still fell, there was no feature visible between the mountains and the horizon, save the occasional dim glimmer of a pool of water.
I tried to tell myself that it looked darker and bleaker cast over with the red of the setting sun, but I knew it would look a good deal more terrible when it was dark enough for the worst tainted ground to give off its distinctive greenish glow. The thought of venturing into that black and deadly wasteland suddenly seemed the maddest and most pointless thing anyone could possibly contemplate. How had the Agyllians imagined I should take others with me? They would die and I would stagger on alone, my body slowly devouring itself for the strength to heal me until I fell too. But even if I could cross it and find Cassandra’s key, how was I then to make my way to the Red Land to deal with Sentinel?
For some reason, I found myself envisaging the words Cassy had carved, translated into Fian’s spidery script.
[That which] will [open/access/reach] the darkest door lies where the … [lies/sleeps]? Strange is the keeping place of this dreadful [sign/key] but there is no other, for all who knew it are dead save one who does not know what she knows. Seek her … past … Only through her may you go where you have never been and must someday go … danger. Beware … dragon.’

I felt as if someone had kicked me in the stomach, for I had always read the clue as pointing me to Dragon’s past, and hence to the Red Land where she had been born, and the futuretellers’ predictions about Dragon and me being there together had seemed to confirm that I was to travel to the Red Land. There had been other things, too, that had supported this belief – that Ariel had gone there, and that Swallow had seen a vision of us together in the place where the ancient promises had been made. But what if the futuretellers and Swallow had misinterpreted their visions? What if Dragon had learned what I needed to know in the Red Land, and Sentinel was on the other side of this black waste, in the very city we were seeking?
In that case, it did not matter to my quest that my companions would all die. Indeed, had not Dell foreseen that I would leave all I loved behind me? Nor would it matter if I died, so long as I lived long enough to find Sentinel and do what must be done.
I tried to think clearly, to marshal all that I had learned from my dreams and from Cassandra, but my thoughts flew like leaves of reason in a storm of fear.
I forced myself to look at the others, and to remember that they had even greater cause for fear than I, wondering if this was the moment they would baulk. Truly I would not have blamed them.
Analivia had dismounted when I did and she was standing beside me. Her yellow hair had a strange greenish tinge from the fading sunset behind her but her face was shadowed so that it was hard to see her expression. Ahmedri stood on the other side of her, turned side on so that the bronze light of the fading dusk showed his grim expression, and that of Swallow’s, beyond him.
‘It must be very bad,’ Dameon said softly, and I turned the other way to see he was swaying beside me, his face grey. With a cry of remorse, I took his arm and made him sit down on the ground. This broke the stunned and dreadful silence of the others.
‘He feels what we feel; all of us,’ I reminded them, knowing that none of them had the ability to shield their feelings to spare him. Even I had only a rough emotional shield that I had never properly mastered.
Dameon said shakily, ‘I ought to have shielded myself but I wasn’t expecting anything.’
‘I fear none of us was expecting this,’ Swallow said. He laid a hand on Dameon’s shoulder. ‘I am sorry, my friend.’
‘Don’t be concerned for me,’ Dameon said. ‘Tell me what you see, if you can bear it.’
It was Analivia who answered. She was again staring out to the east. ‘This is what I saw in my dream,’ she said. ‘This dead, awful blackness, not just beyond the mountains as we see now, but forever and everywhere. This is what will happen to the Land and to Sador and all the other places if we don’t make sure Sentinel can never be used. The worst of it is that I have seen how the world is trying to recover from what was done to it. I always heard that these mountains were utterly barren and full of tainted ground, but we have found trees and grass and clean water. The mountains are trying hard to heal and maybe even down there on the plain there are places where the taint grows thin and life is struggling back. But what is the use of it if the Great White happens again?’ she demanded, rounding on us fiercely. Her voice and face were determined, though I now saw that there were tears running down her cheeks.
‘I am terrified to go down there and to walk over that and I fear what it will mean for all of us, even if the wolves can find a cleaner path some of the way,’ she went on urgently. ‘But if that is what it takes to keep the world safe, I will do it.’
I stared at her, struck dumb by her courage.
‘I do not see what you see, but I feel what you feel and I am ready to do what must be done,’ Dameon said quietly.
‘And I,’ Swallow said, though he was staring at Analivia.
‘My brother’s woman lies beyond that darkness, and I am honour bound and sworn to find her,’ Ahmedri said. He looked at me. ‘Yet your quest is greater than mine, and I will do all I can to help you.’
‘My thanks,’ I said softly. Then I looked around at the others. ‘My thanks to all of you, for your steadfastness, but there is much I have yet to tell you.’
‘I think we will be glad of any tale you can tell us, crossing that,’ Swallow said with bleak humour.
But I was looking at Gavyn, who had walked the whole way since he and Rasial had rejoined us an hour after we had set off from the hollow, and yet showed no sign of tiring. Of course we had not galloped or even cantered, but neither had we rested more than briefly, once leaving the plateau. He was picking a burr from Rasial’s fur, his wheaten hair riffling in a slight breeze that had blown up, and he glanced at the Blacklands with utter indifference, then got on his knees to investigate a hole in the stone. Beside him, Rasial sat gazing east like the rest of us, the breeze stirring the thick ridge of fur along her back.
She turned to me and her silver eyes shone. ‘I am not afraid, ElspethInnle,’ she sent.
‘I smell clean earth and green and growing things,’ Darga suddenly sent.
We decided to go on since according to Darga the wolf spore continued downward towards the clean earth he had scented. The sun had set completely, the moon had risen, and though the sky was full of great hurrying clouds, there were enough gaps that we could simply stop when it was too dark to see, and wait until the moon emerged. We were all weary but the thought of green and growing things and clean earth was enough to spur us on. Certainly none of us wanted to sleep on poisoned ground, however light the taint.
The first part of the descent was neither steep nor difficult, being no more than the matching second half of the slope we had climbed earlier, but at the bottom we had to negotiate fold after fold of stone as if the high peaks either side of us had rucked up a stone rug between them. It would have been tedious to negotiate them, especially since they were so narrow that the travois had to be untied from Sendari and laboriously and carefully carried by Swallow and Ahmedri, but each fold was filled with very sharp loose scree which made it impossible to walk on. In the end it proved easier to travel along one fold then turn and go back along the next.
When at last we reached a flat slope midway through the two mountains rising either side of us, I was weary enough to have fallen down like a stone and slept, but Darga warned that the ground was still tainted and his reiterated assurance that there was clean ground and water ahead was enough to make us decide to go on.
As we passed through the gap between the mountains, the slope became a narrow passage that turned at the last into a deep, twisted runnel. This brought us to a wide, flat-bottomed canyon running east between what I had seen from above were two great long spurs jutting out from the base of the mountains like immense exposed stone roots. I had been unable to see what lay between them from above, but now we came upon a strange bush growing over a mound of enormous broken boulders. Its pallid fleshy leaves hung down like great long grey fingers and Analivia, gesturing to them, asked if they were not proof that we had reached clean ground. When Darga insisted that the ground was still tainted, Analivia pointed out with some asperity that the taint must be very slight if plants could grow. ‘We should at least stop here for an hour to light a fire to cook a meal,’ she said. ‘I need to tend to the girl’s wounds.’
‘Let us keep going until we get to clean water,’ I said, and we plodded on.
In truth, I did not like the feel of the canyon where the strange bush grew. Its pendulous leaves reminded me unpleasantly of dead hands and made me think of Moss’s body being soundlessly carried away. Glancing up, I had thought I saw tiny pale eyes high up the wall, but when I blinked they vanished. Another time, looking up, I thought I saw something enormous moving over the face of the mountain, but when the clouds parted a little later, there was nothing to be seen.
All at once, the wind began to blow strongly from the east, into the canyon. It seemed to me that I could smell the sea in it, though it was impossible that the scent of the distant sea could travel so far. Yet I found myself reminded of the morning I had woken washed up on the shore of the Westland bathed in sunlight and amazed to be alive. For some reason, the memory lifted my spirits.
‘It feels warmer,’ Ahmedri observed a little later, and then he stopped. ‘There is light ahead.’
He was right and both he and Swallow unsheathed their knives as we moved forward quietly, having left Dameon to wait with Gavyn and the beasts. The light turned out to be coming from a narrow cave in the southern wall of the canyon, half hidden by mist which hung queerly before it.
‘It must be badly tainted,’ Analivia said.
‘No,’ I said. ‘The glow is too yellow and the mist is only steam flowing out that catches the light.’
‘Then what is the light, if not tainted matter?’ Swallow asked.
‘A colony of taint-devouring creatures,’ I said, certain of it. ‘The mountains are full of a strain of them that lives in hot water, unlike the ones in the Land, which prefer damp, cool walls.’
‘Do you speak of the little glowing creatures that the teknoguilder Jak gifted to the Earthtemple?’ Ahmedri asked.
‘I have seen them, too, in drowned Newrome,’ Analivia said.
I described the great colony of the creatures I had seen in the rift when I had first entered the high mountains, and the glowing pool in the wolves’ valley. Finally I told them my theory of the creatures adapting to different conditions and spreading through the waterways that riddle the eastern side of the Blacklands Range to do their silent humble work cleaning the water and land of taint.
‘It is my belief that they originated here, and that the ones in the Land came from them. I think they are the reason the mountains are less tainted than we were given to believe, and why we have found so much water that is untainted.’
‘Work you call it, as if these insects have the will to clean the world of taint, even as your Jak would have them do,’ Ahmedri said, but thoughtfully.
I shrugged. ‘It almost seems that way to me, and yet it is surely only that the creatures live and by their living, serve the earth.’
‘And the heat?’ Swallow asked, gesturing at the steam.
‘Rain and meltwater flow down the mountains to feed the streams but there are hot springs above Obernewtyn that rise from regions of great heat and movement deep inside the earth, too. The pool in the wolf valley must have arisen from that source and I think the spring inside this cave does the same.’
‘But how did the taint-devouring creatures get into the springwater?’ Analivia asked.
‘Either they exist in deep caverns through which the water flows, or rain washed them down from the heights,’ I said. ‘My feeling is the latter.’
‘And that is the light,’ Analivia said.
‘Perhaps Jak is right and these creatures truly are the key to cleaning the world of taint,’ Dameon said, intrigued.
‘If only they were not so very small,’ Analivia said. ‘As it is, it will take them aeons.’
‘If Elspeth is right, they have already been doing what they do for hundreds of years,’ Swallow pointed out. ‘That is why we have been able to come this far without harm. It is our good fortune that the remnants of the Beforetimers’ roads cut through the same territory as the insects inhabit.’
‘Let’s see what is inside the cave,’ I said.
Analivia, Swallow, Ahmedri and I went in, after I had farsent Rasial to let the others know what we were doing. I knew that Faraf would explain to Dameon, who we had left sitting on the edge of Dragon’s travois, which now lay flat on the ground. It was immediately clear that the cave mouth was too narrow for the horses to pass through, but after a short distance it opened out into not just one cave but a whole series of linked caves, all of them lit by pool after pool of glimmering spring water, some tiny and bubbling furiously, some lukewarm and wide enough to swim across. The air itself was hot but unpleasantly damp, and as I had guessed, there were clusters of the shining creatures round the sides of all the pools. There were a good many more in the boiling pools than the tepid ones, judging by the brightness of the glow coming from them, I noticed.
‘It is beautiful,’ Analivia said, gazing around with delight.
‘The air is too wet,’ Ahmedri complained. He glanced up at the cave roof with mistrust and unease.
‘Everything is wet,’ Swallow said, touching the wall. ‘We won’t be able to sleep in here.’
‘Maybe there are drier caves deeper in,’ I said. ‘They do seem to go on and on.’
‘Which is a good reason not to go wandering without marking a trail,’ Swallow warned. He went back out to check on Dameon and had not been gone long when Ahmedri called out to say that he had found a passage leading off one of the caves which might come out further along the canyon, since he could feel air flowing along it. He wanted to find out if the way was wide enough to bring the horses in out of the canyon.
‘Take care,’ I called.
‘This draught is strong enough to guide me,’ he replied.
I wondered if his eagerness to bring the horses in arose from the fact that, like me, he had felt that we were being watched. Analivia asked whether it was safe to refill the water bottles, for hers was empty, and I went back with her to the largest cave, where there had been several warm pools.
‘Darga said the water is clean, but I think it would be unwise to consume the taint-devouring insects,’ I said. ‘Perhaps we can use a bit of muslin from your healing pack to strain the water.’
We were in the midst of trying this when Ahmedri returned, panting, to say that not only did the passage lead back to the canyon, it was easily wide enough for the horses. Also, he had found a good dry cavern close to the end of it where we could make a fire and sleep until dusk, when presumably the wolves would come.
The cave was perfect, once a fire had been lit so that we could see it. It was large enough for all of us, with a high roof and a dry sandy floor. There was even a tiny rivulet of cold water running down the stone, from which the beasts could drink, though it was not enough to fill our water bottles. Swallow began to prepare a meal and I collected all of the empty gourd bottles to fill them. When I asked Dameon for the bottle he kept at his belt, he gave it to me, saying he thought we should carry Dragon into the hot spring pools and immerse her.
‘Ana washed her yesterday and she is going to bathe her wounds as soon as I bring some water back,’ I said.
He shook his head. ‘Remember when the healers and empaths were trying to help those poor dogs that Ariel had tormented to near madness?’
I nodded, puzzled. ‘It did not heal them.’
‘No, but Roland used to say that it calmed and soothed them more than anything to be immersed in warm water. I was thinking that if Dragon is still in shock, as my empathy suggests, being immersed in warm water might help her.’
Analivia enthusiastically endorsed the suggestion, saying, ‘It is true that immersion in warm water can soothe a person in great distress. I have used it sometimes in midwifing, when a birthing is very long or difficult. And the water will completely cleanse her wounds, and ease some of her aches and bruises besides.’
‘But she once feared water,’ I said.
‘In which case immersing her may stimulate her memories enough to wake her!’ Swallow interjected.
‘The reason she feared water was because she either saw her mother drown or jumped from a ship after her mother had been killed before her eyes and almost drowned,’ I said sharply. ‘I do not think that we want to stimulate such memories.’
Analivia’s eyes widened, as did Dameon’s, but the empath said calmly, ‘I will not allow it to be frightening or alarming. I will get into the water and hold her so that I can better empathise calmness and serenity to her.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘I believe I could do with a bath anyway.’
I was genuinely startled by his words. I knew that empathy worked differently from other Talents, since the demon bands were no bar to it, but I had never heard it said that empaths could use their Talent in the water. In truth the only person I had ever known to be able to do so was Dragon’s mother, who had been able to communicate with sea creatures. But the others were already beginning to prepare to take Dragon back to the spring caves.
Ahmedri and Swallow lifted her up and bore her effortlessly to the spring Analivia had selected because it was both shallow and not too hot. They left then, to prepare a meal and feed the horses, and Dameon stripped down to his small clothes and climbed into the water. Analivia and I lifted Dragon between us into the water. It had been Analivia’s suggestion that we need not remove her clothes since they were little more than filthy tatters stuck to her wounds. We would be able to remove them less painfully in the water. In the end, I removed my trews and shirt and climbed into the water to help Analivia bathe and undress her.
Dragon looked very small and battered cradled in Dameon’s muscular arms, and I was almost startled to see how much he had filled out in the last year. I had always seen him as being strong in Talent, but as rather soft physically.
When he glanced at me curiously, I swiftly shielded my emotions and focused my attention on Dragon, embarrassed to think the empath might have felt me pondering his body!
Dragon had not made a murmur as we lowered her into the water, nor did she react in any way as we bathed her, though perhaps that was because Dameon had been emanating calmness so strongly that it near sent Analivia and me into a trance. It was only when I noticed blearily that Analivia’s eyelids were drooping, that I realised what was happening.
‘Dameon! If you keep that up I am like to fall asleep and drown,’ I chided him gently. He looked startled then he glanced at me and at Analivia and flushed, looking sheepish.
‘My apologies,’ he said quietly. ‘I am not usually so careless. It is the water.’
I was about to ask what he meant when Dragon gave a murmur and stirred. We all froze, holding our breaths, but she merely settled back to sleep. Yet it was the first time she had done anything but lie as if she were dead and my heart seemed to swell with hope. Analivia began washing her hair again, this time with a gentle soap that she assured me would not harm the taint-devouring insects. As she rinsed it, she marvelled aloud at the coppery sheen of the long skeins floating in the water. But then she touched a black and purple bruise on Dragon’s temple gently, and her expression darkened.
I wondered if she was thinking of the bruises and wounds she had endured at the hands of her brother.
At last I held Dragon while Dameon got out to dry and dress, then he held her while Analivia dried and dressed her in the fresh clothes we had gathered. This done, she began to comb the girl’s hair, humming softly to herself, while Dameon continued to empathise.
I sank back and turned to float on my back, enjoying the luxury of hot water. I tried to hold onto the calmness that Dameon had unwittingly empathised into me, but I was desperately afraid that, sooner or later, I was going to have to enter Dragon’s mind to bring her awake again. The last time I had tried it I had been trapped, and if I had not been able to unlock the dream that held her captive, I would have had to destroy her mind to break free. And when she had woken, she had lost all memory of her time at Obernewtyn and of our friendship.
What would she lose this time, if I were forced to take the same course?
Later when we sat about the fire after eating, I asked Dameon what he had felt when he held Dragon close, for skin contact always increased the sensitivity of a Talent.
‘I was mostly empathising to her, and at first I could only feel her shock like a great wall of ice between us, but gradually it melted and then I felt fear and anger and more fear. I am afraid that she is reliving her journey with Moss.’
My heart sank, for it was the dream of her mother’s betrayal and murder, which had kept replaying over and over, that had trapped her in a coma the first time. What if the same thing happened again? Garth had told me once that the mind formed habits and patterns very quickly.
Dameon reached out unerringly to pat my hand. ‘Take heart, Elspeth. This sleep feels very different from when Dragon lay in a coma all those months.’
‘I hope so,’ I muttered, looking over to where Analivia now sat by the horses alongside Dragon’s travois. Darga was stretched out alongside her leg and I thought that, whether he knew it or not, the dog was becoming attached to her. I did not know whether to be glad for him or pity him, given what lay ahead of us.
‘You spoke of Dragon’s past before,’ Swallow said. ‘I know she is the daughter of the Red Queen and that she was washed ashore here after falling from a Gadfian slave ship, but I have not heard this tale of betrayal. Did she tell you of it?’
‘Some of it. The rest I saw in her mind, when I went into her coma dream to try to find a way to bring her to wakefulness,’ I said. I told them everything I knew, from the distorted dream-memories of her childhood in the Red Land to the fact that she was descended from the first Red Queen who had been a close friend of the Beforetime woman Cassandra. I told them what I knew of the relationship between the first Red Queen and Cassandra, after she had led the Beforetime Misfits to the Red Land, including the fact that Cassandra had bonded with the queen’s brother and had later borne a son by him after travelling to the Land.
‘Then Dragon has some connection to the D’rekta,’ Swallow said when I stopped to drink some water. Before I could answer, he gave a choked exclamation, his eyes widening. ‘Ye gods, we are related by blood, for I am a direct descendant of the D’rekta who was Cassandra, and Dragon is descended from the Red Queen!’
‘What is it?’ Analivia asked, coming over to the fire to join us.
‘Cassandra bonded with the Red Queen’s brother,’ Swallow said. ‘But he died before she came to the Land carrying his son?’ It was a question and I nodded in confirmation.
‘Was the name of the queen’s brother Luthen?’ I asked.
Swallow stared at me in amazement, and then he smiled. ‘The safe passage statue! You guessed it was Cassandra’s dead bondmate.’
I nodded. ‘He looked like a statue of Evander that I saw on Stonehill. It was your own sister whose memories told me who he was. At first I thought the safe passage statue was he, and that Cassandra must have futuretold his appearance, because of course she left the Land before he was grown to full manhood.’
The others were gaping at us both now, and I gave a soft laugh and bade Swallow tell them what he would of the D’rekta, for my throat was raw and I had to relieve myself. Setting Maruman down, I went outside into the canyon. The breeze was pleasantly cool on my hot face, but it was very dark. I looked up to see that clouds had completely closed in overhead so that I could not even see where the moon was in the sky.
I wondered where the wolves were. That they had not come at dusk had surprised me, and it was so late now that I doubted they would come before the next dusk. I was weary enough from what had passed and uneasy enough about what lay ahead not to mind the thought of spending a whole day in the canyon, though I wished I might farseek Rheagor to find out what had happened. But even if I could have got past the tainted ground to locate him, his mind would have been closed to me.
‘Marumanyelloweyes does not like it here,’ Maruman beastspoke me.
I looked down at him. ‘I should have thought this moonless night would please you.’
‘There is evil in the whiteface, ElspethInnle, but there are other evils, too, that fear the whiteface and hunt only when its face is covered.’
His words made my skin rise up into goose flesh, and though I suspected he just wanted me back inside the cave so he could curl up on my lap to sleep, I followed him back along the passage.
‘Swallow told us of the clues left by his people, but how did you find out about them?’ Analivia asked, the moment I sat down. ‘Was it the voice in a dream?’
Ahmedri handed me a mug of steaming liquid, saying drily that it would ease my throat. I accepted it gratefully and said, ‘I do not think the wolves will come tonight, and so perhaps this is a good time for storytelling; in particular for a tale that all of you may find hard to accept.
‘I will begin it by telling you that the dream voice which summoned you and which guided me was that of a futuretelling Agyllian bird called Atthis. She was the leader of her flock – the Elder – and her mind held the memories of all other Elders before her right back to the Beforetime, when they were called flame birds. Flame birds were much smaller than the Agyllians are today, though they had the same distinctive plumage and some similar rare abilities. It was because of these that the Beforetimers caught them so that they could be tested and experimented upon to see if their abilities could be used as weapons. I do not know how the teknoguilders learned of them in the first place. I suspect that one of them made the mistake of farseeking or empathising or beastspeaking to a human, then the Beforetime teknoguilders altered them to enhance their abilities. Whatever the teknoguilders did strengthened the birds’ Talents, but it also produced deadly illnesses and most of them died.’
‘But not all?’ Dameon murmured.
‘All but three, and two were dying when the third beastspoke Cassandra, for she was living in the same place as the birds and some Misfits who were secretly being held captive.’
‘You mean the Govamen place where they were working on Sentinel?’ Analivia asked.
I nodded. ‘It was the last healthy bird that told Cassandra about the captive Misfits, and it was the bird that sent her in search of Hannah.’
‘The bird sought to help them even though they were humans,’ Dameon marvelled. ‘What happened to it?’
‘After the Great White, the bird escaped or was freed and joined wild flame birds. From these birds came the Agyllians who were bigger and grew bigger still, and some of them possessed the enhanced Talents of that first Agyllian. As an Elder, Atthis held in her mind all of the knowledge and wisdom of that first bird that beastspoke Cassandra, and of all the Elders since. She has been my guide since she saved my life, and before, though I did not know it.’
‘She saved your life?’ Dameon asked.
I told them of being near death after being caught in the firestorm that had razed the secret encampment of the renegade Herder, Henry Druid, and how the Agyllian fliers had come to carry me up to the ken, where they had healed me and told me what I was and what I was to do. ‘I understood from her that after I had all the things I needed for my quest that could be got in the Land, I should come to the mountains and she would summon help for me.’
‘Us,’ Analivia breathed. ‘That means she must have futuretold us going with you.’
I hesitated, thinking this was the moment to reveal that Atthis was dead, but Dameon asked, ‘Was it she who bade you keep your quest secret from us; from Rushton?’
I nodded.
‘But why? We might have helped you find the things Cassandra left.’
‘Atthis knew that there are humans who want power at any cost,’ I said slowly. ‘That is as true now as it was in the Beforetime, sadly. People seem unable to understand that you cannot keep power or peace with weapons or that any weapon they have might be turned on them, and if used, might destroy them, as well as their enemies. What is Sentinel, after all, but a weapon, no matter what it was created for?’
‘You mean she feared that someone else would learn of its existence and begin searching for it?’ Analivia asked.
‘Not just someone,’ said, ‘one specific person. Atthis had foreseen that there would be another born with the potential to wake Sentinel and this person could unleash its full and dreadful potential for destruction. That one, the Agyllians named Destroyer, even as they named me Seeker.’
I told them all I knew of the Destroyer.
‘Ariel,’ Dameon said bleakly.
‘It makes no sense,’ Swallow protested. ‘How could your failure be connected to Ariel’s success? Surely his goal should have been to find and take control of Sentinel before you.’
‘Or to find you and kill you so that you could not get in his way,’ Analivia said, and for a moment, disconcertingly, I saw a flash of her father’s ferocity.
‘Did he know about you?’ Ahmedri asked, surprising me, because he seldom spoke when we discussed my quest. But he had more than earned his place in our conversation.
‘I don’t know how or how much he knows,’ I said. ‘Back when we were at Obernewtyn together, I think he knew as little as I did. But he learned about Sentinel and the Balance of Terror arsenal and he began to want them. He probably thought, as I did, that they were the same thing or that they were in the same place and he believed that I would be able to locate it. Later, he learned that knowing where Sentinel was meant nothing if he did not know how to get to it and make it work. Somehow, he discovered that I and I alone had the potential to gather what would be needed. I think it enraged him, for although he had powerful allies, he had no choice but to sit back and wait until I learned the things I needed to know. It has made him hate me and those about me, and since he cannot afford to hurt me, he has struck out more than once over the years at my friends and those I love, to make me suffer.’
‘Rushton …’ Dameon murmured.
I went on swiftly, not wanting to speak of what Ariel had done to Rushton. ‘More than once he came to my dreams to tell me that, much as he desired it, he could not kill me because he needed me. I think he spirit-travelled unconsciously in those days, moved by rage and impotence. He was not truly aware of dreamtravelling or of communicating with me. That came later.’
‘And what do you have that he needs?’ Dameon asked softly.
‘Swallow told you of the messages left for me by Cassandra?’ I asked and they nodded. ‘All of those concern phrases or things that I will need to get to Sentinel. But Ariel did not have a Cassandra to help him, so he needs me, or more correctly, he needs the knowledge that I will have. I think Ariel is the main reason Atthis made me keep my quest secret, to ensure that he never learned about her or Cassandra and to make it impossible for him to find out what they had left for me. I think she only told all of you about me because the time for secrecy is over. The next time I see Ariel, if ever I do again, it will be when I come to face Sentinel.’
‘Still, why not make getting his hands on you his primary purpose?’ Swallow asked. ‘Why go to the Red Land, which may not even be where Sentinel is?’
‘The fact that he has gone there is the one thing that makes me cling to the idea that it is there,’ I said. ‘For why would Ariel go there unless he is very sure that Sentinel is there or in some other land beyond the Red Land?’
‘Why?’ Analivia asked suddenly. ‘Why on earth would he want to use Sentinel and turn the world into a wasteland such as I saw in my nightmare? He must truly be mad.’
‘He is mad, and he has a defective hunger for causing pain, but no doubt he imagines, even as the Beforetimers who created Sentinel did, that he can control it, or even that he need only ever threaten to use it to gain power.’
‘Truly he deserves the name of Destroyer,’ Swallow said grimly.
I nodded. ‘I did not tell you when I spoke of meeting Straaka in the realm above the spirit trails, but Ariel found me and attacked me there in spirit-form. I have told you that injuries taken on the dreamtrails can cause injury to waking flesh. They can also kill. If Straaka had not acted quickly, Ariel would have killed me.’ Again I baulked at speaking of the part that the merged spirit-form of Rasial and Gavyn had played, because I did not know if the dog wished the nature of his relationship with the boy to be known.
‘You said before that he knew he could not kill you because he needs you,’ Analivia objected.
‘He knows it with his conscious waking mind, but I do not think the spirit-form that attacked me was capable of rational thought, nor any thought at all,’ I said. ‘When Ariel was in the Land he came to my dreams as the beautiful, cruel boy he was when first we met at Obernewtyn. That was because he was entering my dream unconsciously and he took the form that I remembered. No consciously created spirit-form exactly resembles its fleshly form unless the spirit is severed from that flesh, as with Straaka. But an unconsciously created spirit-form is most often vague and indistinct in shape. These days when Ariel comes to me it is as a cloud of devouring darkness. I cannot feel his mind or purposes at all, nor does he speak. I only feel a killing rage that is utterly centred on me.’
Analivia said, ‘Mayhap he cannot control his rage in spirit-form as easily as in flesh.’
‘That is what I feel,’ I told her. ‘The irony is that he likely has no idea he can reach me or attack me. If he remembers anything when he wakes, it will seem to him a dream.’
‘But how can a spirit-form travel so far?’ Swallow asked.
‘The movements of a spirit-form are not those of flesh,’ I said. ‘Distance is no barrier to a spirit, nor even the great sea, though those things affect Talents. Not so spirit-forms, however it is almost impossible for a spirit-form to go where it has not ever been, unless there is another spirit to whom it is linked.’
‘Are you saying you are linked to Ariel?’ Dameon asked, sounding appalled.
‘It seems so, for Maryon told me that one spirit can be as strongly linked to another by hatred as by love or friendship,’ I said somewhat bleakly.
‘You did not answer the question Analivia asked before about how you came to learn of the clues left for you by the woman Cassandra,’ Ahmedri asked curiously, using a stick to prod the fire to life. ‘Was it the bird Atthis who told you of them?’
I drank another mug of water, glad that the tribesman had changed the subject, and then I told them about the doors to Obernewtyn; how I had been tortured by Alexi, Madam Vega and Ariel until I had experienced a past-dream that had shown me not only that directions to Sentinel were hidden in the doors, but the very chasm where Sentinel stood. The others gawked at that but I went on quickly leaving them no time to interrupt with questions. ‘The doors also contained a list of clues that would lead me to the things Cassy had left for me.’
On impulse, I bade Swallow bring my pack and dug out the crumpled parchment on which Fian had scribed his translation of the Gadfian words from the doors. They pored over it, and asked questions until they knew all that I knew of the clues. Only, I did not speak of what I had seen and learned in the Earthtemple, for that would require another long tale, and it would mean telling them what I knew of Cassandra’s life after she had been taken by slavers from the Land and about the stone sword. That could wait for another campfire, for even with Ahmedri’s tisane, my throat was sore.
They were still discussing the clues when Rasial arose and came to me, Gavyn trailing after him yawning widely. ‘The wolves are come, ElspethInnle. They await you / us outside.’
That startled me, but I began to pull on my boots.
‘They have come too late,’ Swallow protested. ‘It will be sunrise ere we have gone very far at all. Surely it would be better for them to sleep the day here where they can take shelter from the sunlight and where the ground and the water are clean.’
‘The pack leader says that the sun will not rise this day,’ Rasial said. ‘He said you must hurry.’
In a short while, we had the horses packed up, and Dragon’s travois fastened in place. Outside, the moon had slipped its veil enough that the wolves cast moon shadows, but when I looked to the east, where the sky ought to have been growing lighter beyond the mouth of the canyon, I saw a great tide of black thunderclouds rising like a wall across the horizon, and the breeze of the early hours had become something more forceful.
‘A storm,’ Swallow said flatly. ‘Surely the wolves do not want to set off in this?’
‘I will talk to the pack leader,’ I said. I went to Rheagor, who offered me a cool greeting, so I took advantage of the contact he had established to say, ‘We expected you at dusk yesterday.’
‘This one/this pack did come twice to tha and still tha was not ready,’ the wolf countered frostily. But then he seemed to reconsider, and said, ‘The rhenlings did attack the Brildane thisnight. Two of the pack did die.’
I stared at him in dismay. ‘I am sorry for the deaths, pack leader, but what is a rhenling?’
‘They do be small vicious beasts with sharp teeth and long claws. They do fly and eat meat, and they do hunt at night but only in deepest darkness.’
A coughing bark made the pack leader look around and I saw that it was Descantra. She was alongside Sendari, sniffing at Dragon, who was lightly bound to the travois. ‘That one does have a new companion,’ I heard her say, because of my link to Rheagor.
‘She travels with us now,’ I told him.
The pack leader padded over to sniff at Dragon’s supine body and then he sent, ‘That one do be injured. Better tha snap her neck, lest she do slow us in the graag.’
Chilled by his ruthless pragmatism, I said firmly, ‘I need her for my quest even as I need the Brildane.’
‘Come tha then,’ he said gruffly.
‘There is fresh water and clean ground here,’ I said. ‘Maybe your pack would like to drink and rest before we travel into the Blacklands.’
‘They did drink already and this do be no time for resting,’ he sent shortly. ‘It do be time for running, for we must reach the graag ere the sun does rise on the morrow. The Brildane will lead tha where the ground poisons do be weak.’
He broke contact and turned to pad away down the canyon, and I watched with a muttered curse as the other wolves flowed after him, wondering why, every time I had the chance to speak to Rheagor, my wits deserted me. Why hadn’t I asked about water and why had we to reach the graag by sunrise? Was it because the wolves needed to be out of the sun, or some other reason, and where would they take shelter on an open plain, anyway? And how could Rheagor be so certain the day would be cast over?
I sighed.
‘What did he tell you?’ Swallow asked.
‘Very little save that the wolves are late because they were attacked by some winged creature called a rhenling that travels and hunts at night and eats flesh. It must have been very quick and ferocious for two of the pack died.’ A chill shivered through me at the realisation that there might be more of the creatures lurking about, but surely the wolf would not lead us onto the plain if that were a possibility. Especially when it was so dark a day. No doubt the rhenlings laired in the mountains and would not venture onto the poisoned plain beyond.
‘Maybe it was one of these rhenlings that took Moss’s body,’ Swallow said, lowering his voice and glancing around to make sure Analivia was not near. ‘More than one, if they travel in pairs or family groups. If they flew off with him it would explain the lack of tracks. Did he say anything of the journey ahead?’
‘He said that we have to reach the worst tainted ground before sunrise tomorrow,’ I said, turning to mount Gahltha.
‘Why sunrise? Is it because the wolves shun the day and need time to find shelter?’
‘I would reckon so but Rheagor didn’t say. What he did say is that we must make haste,’ I said, reaching down to haul Analivia up behind me.
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Thus began our ride across Blacklands that stretched bleakly, starkly east and north as far as my eye could see. The sky seemed to sag under the weight of heavy yellow-tinged clouds that roiled constantly without giving way to even a beam of sunlight. There was not a tree or plant or blade of grass growing anywhere, and barely a hill or hollow to break the endless scouring wind. All was grey and black under a dark sky reflected in water lying here and there, more like to puddles than pools.
Behind us, growing ever smaller, were the mountains, running north out of sight, black and jagged as rotten teeth. The wolf pack stretched out across the darkness like a long white and grey trail of smoke, and I followed behind on Gahltha with Analivia behind me, Darga loping at our heels. Sendari came behind the dog with Dragon on her now battered travois, still and lifeless as a wax doll. Maruman had chosen to ride with her, and he was curled up alongside her head in a bright nest of hair. Dameon rode behind them on Faraf, and Rasial and Gavyn came behind them, afoot, for the boy had refused to mount any of the horses. Swallow brought up the rear with Ahmedri on Falada. It was the tribesman who had suggested allowing the boy to run as he wanted, saying that when he was weary he would soon enough change his mind about riding.
I was less certain of it, for it seemed to me it was not wilfulness or stubbornness that made Gavyn refuse to ride but a desire to run on his own feet. Certainly he seemed as tireless as Rasial. Not that the wolves were setting a fast pace. Rheagor had led us in a serpentine route across the dreadful dark monotony of the terrain, and I wondered if the ancestor he had mentioned had come the same way, or if there were many different, less tainted routes to be found, for one who had the senses to discern them.
Analivia said nothing, and I reflected on the changes wrought in her by the death of her brother. She was not withdrawn and shattered as she had been before she made her fierce, brave speech when we first looked down on the Blacklands, but she was less inclined to offer her bright speculations and I had not seen her smile once since she had set eyes on Moss.
Sometimes the wolves travelled so straight and swiftly that Gahltha was able to trot, but more often we walked, and once we even turned back for a time. I had begun the ride with apprehension edging on fear, but as the hours passed, the sheer monotony of the dire terrain dulled my fear and I realised incredulously at one point that I was in danger of falling asleep. It seemed an obscenity to be crossing this savaged land while struggling to stay awake. Nor was I alone, for after a time, Analivia slumped against me and I realised she had nodded off.
Rather than shaking her awake, I steadied her now and then and let her sleep, stifling yawns and pinching myself occasionally. Half stupefied by the endless gritty wind blowing into my face, it took me a moment to realise that Rheagor was calling a halt. I told the others that we were to stop for a half hour even as the wolves wheeled and coiled together.
It was impossible to say what hour it was with the sun hidden behind a barrier of dark clouds, but I reckoned it to be just past midday and wondered what sort of rest we could have on tainted ground. Yet Darga beastspoke me to say that we were on a patch of clean ground. I conveyed this to the others but was not surprised that, in spite of this, no one wanted to eat in the midst of the windswept wasteland under the lowering sky. Aside from all else, the grains of sand and the dust were doubtless tainted, and were we to eat, we would sup on that with every mouthful.
Instead we dismounted and stretched our legs and backs, then adjusted the packs for the horses, salving and padding any rubbed places and bemoaning the fact that we had not slept while we had the chance the night before. It was a reminder of the expedition rule: to drink and eat and sleep while you could. We watered the horses, the dogs and Gavyn sparingly, using a waxed canvas pocket, and the rest of us took a sip of water before stoppering the water bottles, for we had no idea when we would be able to refill them. In truth I was worried about the horses, for we had not water enough beyond a day, and they would need a good deal more than we had.
I told myself that Rheagor and the wolves needed water too, and so he must know where there were soaks and springs. But I longed to ask him outright. I also wanted to ask him about the journey his ancestor had made, and what he had seen of the city while he was the captive of the efari. I glanced over at the wolves and realised with surprise that I was beginning to resent the way Rheagor kept himself and his pack so fiercely separate from us.
Turning my attention back to the horses, I noticed that they had moved into a group, and now stood together, rumps to the wind, nuzzling and nibbling at one another. Seeing this, it struck me yet again how superior beasts were to humans in how they dealt with adversity. In the midst of this destroyed land, they stood close and took what comfort they could from one another, rather than agonising in isolation about what would happen next, as I was doing, and as it seemed from the expressions on their faces, what the other humans in our party were doing. Aside from Dragon, who slept oblivious of the tainted land and lowering sky, Gavyn was the only anomaly, being human and yet seemingly capable of the same serenity as beasts. He had sat down as soon as the column of wolves broke up, and now he was leaning contentedly against Rasial, who had stretched out with him, gazing up at the dark clouds in evident fascination.
I wondered what he saw with his spirit-eyes, and then I wondered about Fey, who had vanished at some point during our journey from the hollow where she had attacked Moss. Was her attachment to the enthraller so potent that she would try to fly across the Blacklands to rejoin us later, and if so, how would she manage to locate Gavyn? She was not a dog to sniff a trail, even if that had been possible on tainted ground, yet birds had eyes that could see very far and they flew in patterns and returned season after season to the same nesting place at the same time of year, so perhaps, just as the wolves saw clean earth amidst tainted, birds could see trails in the air that humans and other beasts did not.
I noticed that Dameon was standing close to Rasial and Gavyn, and it struck me that the boy was probably the most peaceful company the empath could have, since he appeared not to experience emotions as other people did. I understood now the reason for Gavyn’s inability to relate to other people, yet it seemed to me the knowledge had roused a whole new thorny crop of questions. Perhaps it was always so with true knowledge.
‘This is a queer sort of storm,’ Swallow muttered, and I turned to see him gazing up at the low ceiling of black cloud, arms folded across his chest. Lightning had begun to play and shimmer over the underside of the clouds and I heard a low muffled rumble of thunder. The gypsy looked at me. ‘It looms and mutters but does not break.’
‘It seems to me the weather is always strange where the earth has been tainted,’ I said, shrugging. ‘Look at the pass up to the valley where Obernewtyn stands, how it often rains there when it rains nowhere else.’
‘It was worse when I came to Obernewtyn,’ Dameon said. ‘There were constant storms in the pass, and yet travel a little way either side of it and the sun was shining.’
‘I remember there was a storm the night I arrived at Obernewtyn,’ I murmured. ‘I was so afraid, and yet I did not know that I was going to a place where I would eventually find everything I ever wanted in life.’ Until I had to leave it, I thought. But the ache that usually accompanied thoughts of Obernewtyn was tempered by the knowledge that I had left to ensure that it and all of the other green sweet places left in the battered world would not be reduced to this bleak deadness.
‘The ground is very wet over here,’ Ahmedri observed. The tribesman was now standing in a dip in the ground where the wolves had initially clustered.
‘Groundwater,’ Swallow said triumphantly, after going to stamp his foot. ‘See how it wells up in the print? The wolves were drinking from it, I warrant, so it must be clean.’ Without further ado he knelt and dug a hole, then summoned the horses to drink.
‘Well, we can suppose that if there is one seep of clean water, there is like to be another,’ Dameon said cheerfully.
‘It will have to be somewhat more than a muddy puddle before I stoop to drink from it,’ Swallow said with distaste. He looked at me. ‘I noticed a good bit of water lying on the ground as we rode. Somehow I never imagined Blacklands being so wet. The tainted terrain about the Land is dry and dusty as bone.’
‘In Sador too,’ Ahmedri said, before going on to suggest that as far as water went, we should all refill the bottles on our belts from those in our packs before remounting.
‘I feel sick,’ Analivia said suddenly, fearfully, as she stoppered her bottle after having helped me to force some water into Dragon.
‘It is too soon for us to be reacting physically to the taint if the terrain is only mildly poisonous,’ Swallow told her gently. Then he sighed and glanced to the east. ‘I daresay we will all suffer bellyaches and headaches once we begin to approach the glowing Blacklands.’
‘I think we are sickened by what we see, not from it,’ I told Analivia, but I spoke absently, for Swallow’s words had made me uneasy. I had always assumed my healing abilities would protect me from dying of exposure to tainted ground, but the others had no such protection. I wished suddenly that I had already mentioned the healing ability Nerat had given my body, for it seemed a cheat that I was leading them to a place where they could die when I hadn’t bothered to tell them that I would likely survive.
Analivia went to the other side of the horses, mayhap to vomit. I kept my back to her, as the others had done when I had relieved myself, for there could be no true privacy on the open plain when we dared not venture away from our companions. Sometimes on expeditions it had been the same and there was no use in being foolishly coy.
‘Prepare tha pack to go on,’ Rheagor sent to me, and withdrew before I could even acknowledge his words.
Sighing, I bade the others mount up and climbed back onto Gahltha, wondering what it would take to crack the wolf’s icy reserve. If anything he seemed more withdrawn than when he had first agreed to go with us, but perhaps that was because two of his pack had since died, and he had foreseen that more would do so before the journey was done.
And not only wolves, I reminded myself, reaching down to help Analivia up. But Swallow stopped me, suggesting that she rode with Ahmedri, for Falada’s sake, since he and the tribesman together weighed rather more than Analivia and I. After he helped her to mount up behind the tribesman, he vaulted up behind me and we set off again. Maruman still slept unmoving beside Dragon’s head, and I felt a touch of unease, wondering if he had once again entered the girl’s dreams. The next time we stopped, I would wake him regardless of how soundly he slept, I decided. That reminded me that I had not yet asked Rasial what she and Gavyn had been doing the night Moss died, when they had lain down to sleep either side of Dragon.
Next time we stopped I would have an answer, I told myself.
‘I see no difference between the places we walk and the places we avoid,’ Swallow said. ‘Do you think the wolves see where the taint is thinnest, or scent it?’
‘I would have said they use their noses, but their sensitivity to light makes me wonder,’ I answered. ‘Think how badly tainted terrain glows in the dark. In fact, it glows all the time, but our eyes are incapable of seeing it when the sun shines. So might it not be that a lesser glow comes from less tainted ground, which we also cannot see? The wolves might have the ability to see that and to tell how potent the taint is by the colour of the glow, or by its density.’
Two hours later, I was again yawning and pinching myself to stay awake. It was the endless dreary sameness of the terrain that was making me feel as if we were riding on the one spot for hour after hour. I wished that Swallow would talk, but we were all now wearing muffling kerchiefs over our faces, Sadorian desert style, to avoid inhaling tainted dust, for the wind had strengthened since our last stop, and it was hard to hear anything above its sullen whine. Overhead, lightning flickered and thunder rumbled, but the storm did not break.
Hour after hour we rode across the dead black plain stopping once, twice and thrice on inexplicably untainted patches of ground. The last was so small that the wolves were forced to remain close to us, and once again they lapped at a muddy slush of untainted water lying in a shallow dip in the ground. I noticed that the wolves stayed as far from Rasial as they could, and that the cubs were kept separate from Gavyn, for he seemed as appealing to them as ever.
I woke Maruman, who seemed confused and disorientated rather than irritated as I had anticipated. That troubled me, for such moods often presaged one of his withdrawals, but there was nothing to be done about it. I made him drink some water from my hand, for he refused to leave the travois, and immediately he settled back to sleep. When Rheagor beastspoke me to prepare my pack to depart, I tried to ask him some of the questions plaguing me but, infuriatingly, he merely reiterated his cold demand that we make haste in order to reach the graag before sunrise the following day.
We rode through the dark, wild day into a darker night, but although the sky was cast over, the moon was bright enough that its light penetrated. Yet still I could see that some of the puddles of water we rode by had a very faint greenish glow. That made me wonder how it was that some of the water we had seen on the plain was tainted while the seeps where we rested were not. If we had been in the mountains, I might have thought it was the doing of the taint-devouring insects, but there was no way they could have got so far out on the plain in the midst of tainted Blacklands.
The next time we stopped, there was again a seep of water, and when Darga pronounced it clean, I sent back that I only wished it was a proper pool, for although Ahmedri and Swallow had been meticulously digging a hole at every seep so that there would be water for the horses and dogs to drink, it was very muddy and the bottles of clear water we carried were almost empty.
‘Maybe it is enough to be grateful for water that is clean, and to hope the next seep is a little deeper,’ Dameon said.
Ahmedri wanted to count the full bottles we had left and ration mouthfuls, but it would have meant unpacking everything to locate them all, so we merely resolved to be even more careful and sparing with the remaining water. At least the horses and dogs were drinking the ground water and we might be grateful enough to do the same ere the end.
We rode on and after a time the wind dropped so that the night became very still and silent save for the soft thud of the horses’ hoofs. I was able to remove the face cloth I had been wearing but the air had a dead, odd scent that I realised was the odour I had taken for the smell of the sea. It was truly not much like the smell of the waves.
Once again I began to drift to sleep. I pinched myself and hummed softly and bit my lip, trying to stay awake. Then Gahltha was stopping. It was too soon to rest and Rheagor did not tell me we were to stop, but as I struggled to rouse my sluggish wits, I saw that the white wolf and several of the other frontrunners in the pack seemed to be in consultation.
‘What does he say?’ Swallow asked, yawning.
‘Nothing that any human is privy to,’ I said, and suddenly became aware that I could no longer hear thunder. But when I looked up, I could still see the eldritch flicker of lightning in the clouds, and still the moon had not shown its face, though as ever, some sort of grey light filtered through, else we would have been unable to see a thing. I turned to check on how the others were faring. Dameon looked exhausted, but Swallow seemed alert, as did Ahmedri. Analivia was pale but very calm and it occurred to me that Dameon had been empathising her. But he could not empathise continuously for hours on end.
Rheagor set off again without offering any explanation for why we had stopped. I wondered if we were still heading east. It was impossible to tell without landmarks and it was too dark for me to make out the mountains we had left behind. But so far as we knew, Jacob’s city was north-east. At least, it was, if he had been right and a city had grown where once there had been a settlement of some kind, called Pellmar Quadrans.
‘Ye gods,’ Swallow murmured soon after, shaking me and pointing ahead. ‘Look.’
I realised that I had been dozing for I was slumped back against his chest and one of his arms was wrapped around my waist. I sat up, embarrassed, remembering the kiss he had once stolen, but then I saw what he was pointing to and my skin grew cold, for the ground ahead gave off a halo of the distinctive greenish-yellow glow of badly tainted matter. Worst of all, we seemed to be making for a slight rise beyond which the glow was brightest.
‘Ask the wolf if we must go where the taint is worst,’ I sent to Darga.
‘The graag do be ahead,’ Rheagor beastspoke his answer directly, distantly.
‘I can see that for myself,’ I muttered, but the wolf had gone from my mind.
Within an hour the lead wolves had reached the bottom of the long slope that we had been moving towards, and were flowing up it. It looked black to my eyes, with the glow of taint shining up behind it, and it was clear that we were making directly for the leading edge of the glowing terrain, for the ground either side of the slope did not glow for a good way further on. Why would we enter the nearest tainted ground? I knew well that any ground that glowed like this was virulently poisonous. So far as I could see there were no darker places in the halo of light to suggest there were less tainted patches. Was it possible I had mistaken the wolves and Rheagor had meant only that he would lead us to the graag by the least tainted route they could find?
The wolves poured up the slope and vanished, but when Gahltha reached the top, I did not see them racing down the slope as I had anticipated. The hill was cut off by a blunt cliff that dropped away, as if someone had cut a wide slice from the centre of the hill leaving a gap, where they had then dug a deep wide hollow that had filled with water.
Only the Beforetimers could or would do such a queer and incomprehensible thing, I thought, and indeed twice in the mountains the broken roads had passed through smaller hills from which a similar cut had been taken to allow the road to lie flat, instead of simply going over it. I saw now that the brightness I had taken for the leading edge of the tainted ground ahead was actually coming from the water.
The wolves were streaming down the side of the hill to curve towards the pool. It was only as we followed that I noticed the end of an enormous Beforetime pipe protruding into the water from the flat face of the hill opposite. I thought at once of the huge pipe that had been crushed under a rock fall behind the observatory.
‘I am guessing the wolves knew this was here?’ Swallow murmured.
‘I don’t know, but I mean to ask Rheagor,’ I said determinedly, noticing that there were wisps of steam above the surface of the water which the light had transformed into golden scarves. I was still mustering my arguments for Rheagor when we dismounted, but the pack leader was already padding towards me.
‘This be the graag that I did see seliga and which this one’s ancestor – the first Brildane – spoke about,’ the wolf announced. ‘The graag goes under the shining earth. There be no taint in it and no taint can pass through its walls.’
The graag was the pipe and we were to go through it, I thought, feeling almost light-headed with relief. I had thought the wolf had meant the glowing wastelands when he talked of the graag! The pipe was easily large enough to clear a horse without its rider, though it might be difficult to get the horses and wolves up into it, depending on the depth of the pool. It would take us days if we had to build some sort of ramp.
‘Was the water hot when your ancestor came through the graag?’ I asked.
‘It did be hot but not scalding as the pool in the valley of the Brildane in the mountains,’ Rheagor answered.
I went to the edge of the water and knelt, seeing without surprise that there were radiant clusters of Jak’s taint-devouring creatures around the edges of the pool. It looked deep, but it was not tainted. The green of the glowing earth in the distance had made the water in the cut look greenish. In truth the colour it gave off was as fresh butter or new-minted gold coins.
I held out my hand palm down just above the surface of the pool and felt only a pleasant dampish heat. Even so it was with some trepidation that I dipped a finger into it. As Rheagor had said, the water was not boiling. I turned to look at him and only now noticed that he had wept a dark half-moon of tears into the fur beneath each slitted eye. The brightness hurt his eyes. That was why the other wolves were standing back from the water.
‘They do keep watch as well as shield their eyes,’ Rheagor sent. I frowned and strengthened my mind shield, not liking the way he had plucked my speculation from my mind.
‘Does the graag stay level in the ground?’ I asked, thinking of the horses. I knew well how deeply the Beforetimers had penetrated the earth in their passion for building and burrowing and there was no question that the pipe was a Beforetime construction, though I could not imagine what its purpose had been.
‘This one’s ancestor did tell that the graag did go shallow under the earth,’ Rheagor said.
‘How long is it?’ I asked, thinking I might as well take advantage of his sudden willingness to answer questions.
‘The journey do take two days and one night for stopping.’
‘We won’t need to stop for a whole night,’ I said, relieved that we were not to walk for a sevenday beneath the earth. I still had bad dreams sometimes about the endless dark tunnel I had walked along under the cloister in Saithwold. ‘We’re all weary but I would rather push on to the other end. A half hour of rest here and there will do us. I assume the graag ends beyond the glowing Blacklands?’
‘Where the graag do end it be possible to see the white plain that do be untainted,’ Rheagor said. ‘So did this one’s ancestor tell it.’
My heart leapt. This was far better than I had hoped. If Rheagor was correct, in three days, we could be on untainted ground! ‘Will we be able to see the city of the efari when we come out of the graag?’
‘It do stand on that plain but tha cannot see it from the graag. Tha must follow the path of the stone trees many days to come to it.’
‘Stone trees?’ I asked. For some reason I thought of the stone sword, perhaps because a stone tree was no less useless than a stone sword. Unless the wolf meant a path bounded by sculptures of trees. I shrugged. ‘I will tell my pack what you have said, and then we will go.’
‘Nah nah nah,’ Rheagor said, ‘Tha must not enter the graag until the sun do be rising. Make fire,’ he added, and then he withdrew from my mind and went back from the bright water to where his pack waited.
I quashed my frustration, telling myself that a few hours’ break before we started would not hurt. We were all weary after the long day and night, despite Gavyn being the only one who had run. Yet not even he looked as haggard as I felt. Obviously my body was still using up its energy to heal the effects of passing over tainted ground. It did not care that I needed my strength.
Returning to the others, I told them what the wolf had said.
‘What are stone trees?’ Swallow asked.
‘I do not know, but Rheagor suggested we light a fire, and given that the wind has dropped and the ground is clean about the pool, a meal might be in order.’ At least eating would give me some energy. None of us had eaten a bite the whole day.
But when the fire was made and Swallow began to cook a meal, Rheagor sprang from the darkness to snarl at the flames and ask if I was the fool or only some of my pack.
‘You said to light a fire!’ I protested.
‘This one did say nothing of food. Its scent be a call to the creatures that do come to this place at sunrise to drink, that they will come more swiftly,’ the wolf snarled.
‘You said nothing of beasts,’ I sent indignantly. ‘And why did you tell us to light a fire, then? It’s not as if we need it for warmth and we will have light enough in the pipe from the shining water.’
‘The dryka that do light the water do not dwell in the whole of the graag. But the dark be not the thing to fear. It has not wings or teeth to rend or drool that do burn the flesh.’
‘What are you saying?’ I demanded, my heart beginning to pound.
‘The same rhenlings that did attack the Brildane in the mountains do dwell in the dark places of the graag.’
My heart seemed to turn to ice in my chest. ‘There are rhenlings in the graag?’ I asked incredulously. ‘Where you would have me and my companions go?’
‘Where tha would go if tha would go further, Innle, hast tha the courage for it,’ Rheagor snapped.
I licked my lips, trying to think. ‘One of them killed two of your pack in the mountains when you were in the open where you could run or fight. How will we defend ourselves in there?’
‘Listen tha,’ Rheagor sent. ‘It did not be one rhenling but many that did attack the pack in the mountains, yet it did not be the full horde or we do all be dead. They did fly because the moon hid behind cloud. Rhenlings cannot bear the light of the sun and they do loathe the light of the moon and of flame. Their aversion do be so deep that they never fly save in those hours when the moon and sun do not ride in the sky. They hunt by scent and sound, not sight. No matter where they bide, their instincts do tell them when the sun and the moon do rise and they sink into a sleep so deep it do be kin to the longsleep.’
‘That is why you would not let us go into the graag until the sun is rising,’ I muttered aloud. ‘But if what you say is true, the rhenlings will return before sunrise. Any minute, in fact, and we will be sitting here in the open!’
‘The rhenlings will not return to the graag this way, for the dryka that do dwell in the pool do shine too bright,’ Rheagor assured me.
‘All right, so we are safe here for now, but you said it will take two days to get through the graag to the other end. What will happen to us in the hours when the sun and moon have set?’
‘There be a bright place within the graag where the dryka dwell. This one’s ancestor did tell of it. The rhenlings go not there. Tha must reach it before the rhenlings fly.’
I considered for a moment, and then I asked, ‘So there are no rhenlings between this end of the pipe and this bright place, otherwise they would be trapped between the two bright places and they couldn’t get out to hunt?’
‘Nah nah nah,’ Rheagor growled impatiently. ‘I did tell tha there do be rhenlings roosting in all of the dark places in the graag, but most sleep where smaller graag do join to this one. And those smaller graag do join others that go to distant places where they do fly out. So do the rhenlings that sleep in the first part of the graag use them when they do go to hunt.’
‘Then what you are saying is that we have to get to this bright place by dusk, stay there until moonrise, then when the rhenlings go back to sleep, we go the rest of the way to the end of the graag?’
‘Only when the sun do rise, should tha move. The rhenlings do loathe moonlight and the light of flame and dryka, but they can tolerate any lesser light than the sun, if they do be roused to swarm and feed.’
‘So they will never rise while the sun is shining but they might rise if they were disturbed when the moon is out?’
‘They will not wake while the sun shines unless tha touch one of them. Then will that rhenling wake and send out a call to rouse the rest to swarm. Then they will come after you and once the frenzy for blood is on them, they will endure brightwater or moonlight or firelight. Only if tha can reach sunlight will tha be saved.’
‘I could try to beastspeak them,’ I said.
‘Tha mind touch would rouse them as if tha had blundered into them, and they could then track tha even days later,’ he sent. ‘One of the she-wolves that did travel through the graag with this one’s ancestor did make that mistake. She tried to beastspeak one of the rhenlings. Its mind did cling to hers and the horde swarmed and did tear her to pieces.’
I stared at him, aghast. ‘I thought there was only one wolf that came through the graag,’ I finally managed to send.
‘Three she-wolves did go with the male that was this one’s ancestor, and all four were cubs. Two of the females did die on the journey to the mountains, and the third soon after they arrived. Only the male survived.’
I sensed him readying himself to withdraw from my mind and asked hastily, ‘Why did you tell me to light the fire if not to cook? Is it to light the way once we get beyond the shining water?’
‘Tha flame do be to drive off those beasts that do come at dawn to drink, if they do follow tha into the graag. Only the largest and most savage will dare it and they will not come far, for all things do fear the rhenling horde. But they do fear the touch of fire, too.’
An hour later, as the first ray of the rising sun cut across like a knife through the gloom between the still dense cloud cover overhead and the black earth beneath it, the wolves entered the pipe. There was no difficulty in any of the beasts getting up into it as I had feared, nor was there any need for the rest of us to get wet to our necks because rock and earth had been ramped up under and around the pipe, just below the water level. The horses followed the wolves and then Darga, Rasial and Gavyn went in as Ahmedri lit and handed Analivia and me one of seven torches he had prepared. Then he and Swallow lifted Dragon onto their shoulders in a bier they had constructed from the travois, which had been partly dismantled and roped to Sendari’s back. We had talked of tying the bier to the horse’s back, but in the end it seemed safer to carry it, at least to begin with. I had wakened an irritable Maruman and lifted him onto my shoulders, wondering if his sleepiness was also the result of his body repairing the harm done by the tainted ground we had crossed.
The pipe was not made from metal as I had first thought, but from some sort of thick silvery plast, so the horses’ hoofs had not made the clattering racket I had expected. Nevertheless we made enough noise that I was glad sound would no more wake the rhenlings than firelight while they were in their profoundest sleep.
There was a surprisingly thick crust of taint-devouring creatures on the wall of the pipe just below water level, though not, thankfully, on the floor of it. I wondered how the tiny creatures had found their way into the pool of water. The fact that it was warm meant it was rising up from deep in the earth, but surely it could not have come from the same source as the springs in the distant mountains.
After I had told the others what Rheagor said of the rhenlings, we worried about the possibility of our blundering into them in the dark places in the tunnel. Ahmedri had volunteered to make double-ended brands from his supplies to serve as weapons if any beasts came into the tunnel after us; they would burn for a good long while, but I had pointed out that eventually they must fail.
Ahmedri countered by asking with some asperity what I proposed instead.
‘The beasts can lead us,’ Analivia said. ‘They see better than we do anyway.’
‘It is true, but even they cannot see in total darkness,’ I said. On the other hand, I had no better plan to offer. In the end I put the problem to Rheagor, who answered calmly that we would be able to smell the rhenlings long before we saw them, and that we were unlikely to be in danger of stumbling over any since they habitually slept clinging to the walls and roof of any roost they inhabited. Besides which, most would be sleeping in the smaller pipes. He suggested that we save our torches once we had got far enough into the graag not to have to worry about being followed by some other ravenous creature, and only light one when we were nearing the parts of the pipe where there were rhenlings.
I had passed this onto the others, and although they were not much more reassured than I at the thought of travelling blind even some of the time through a pipe full of sleeping monsters, we had agreed that we had no choice.
We had not seen a single beast as we waited around the fire for dawn, but we had heard a long gargling howl in the distance at one point. As we had entered the pipe, Swallow and Ahmedri carrying Dragon’s bier between them, we heard a deep thrumming growl that reminded Ahmedri of the call of a very large sandcat. This had put all of us on edge and we cast many glances behind us as we moved along the pipe.
After we had been wading through the water for a little, I noticed that Ahmedri now wore two identical short, curved swords that he must have carried concealed in his pack. I had shifted the knife the futuretellers had given me from its boot holster to my belt, but I could only pray the need to use it would not arise.
‘I don’t think anything is following us,’ Analivia said, her voice sounding loud in the enclosed space. She had been looking back constantly, lifting the torch she carried high so as to stop it blinding her, but now she shrank at the sound of her words fraying into sibilant whispers. ‘Maybe whatever growled back there was too small or frightened to come into the pipe,’ she went on in a whisper.
‘Maybe,’ I said.
‘Did the wolf say how long it would be before we would be safe from pursuit?’ Swallow asked softly.
‘When the water ends,’ I said.
‘Then I think we are almost safe,’ Analivia said, sounding anything but happy. ‘Look.’
Dameon and the horses and dogs had come to a halt ahead and they looked elongated and oddly shadowed in the pale golden light shining up around them. It was not until I was closer that I saw the pipe sloped up, creating a barrier to the bright water. Beyond the slope it ran straight for a short way, and then it sloped down again, but it went deeper down than before and was dry and dark.
‘Let’s go,’ I said in a resolute whisper.
I put out my torch but after a short muted debate we agreed to keep the one Analivia carried alight, at least until we became accustomed to the feel of the pipe and had a chance to see the rhenlings to get some idea of what we were dealing with.
We had been walking in silence for what seemed a very long time, eyes and ears and noses alert for any sign that we might be approaching the deadly rhenlings, when Analivia asked in a low voice, ‘How does the wolf know so much about what is inside this pipe if he and the others never came here?’
I found I was relieved to have a break in the stretched-out feeling of tension that had held us all in thrall since we had entered the pipe. I said softly, but in as calm a tone as I could, ‘He keeps talking about things recounted by his ancestor who came through the graag to the mountains. I suppose storytelling is the way the wolves remember things.’
‘Even as the tribes do,’ Ahmedri murmured. ‘To scribe of the past is to set it aside on dead parchment. To tell the past is to remember it and live it and to take part in the passing on of it and in the questioning of it.’
‘There is something ahead,’ Dameon murmured and we all stiffened and fell silent. The empath had been walking alongside me, his hand laid lightly on my shoulder. I listened and strained my eyes but I could neither smell nor see nor hear anything, nor could Darga or the horses, when I beastspoke them to ask. I was about to say as much when Analivia gave a soft cry.
‘Look!’ she whispered, pointing ahead at a circle of darkness in the side wall of the pipe just visible at the outer edge of the torchlight.
‘It is one of the smaller pipes that joins this one,’ I murmured. ‘Rheagor said they lead to other pipes and eventually outside. I suppose his ancestor could smell that.’ I wrinkled my nose as a thick fusty reek assailed it. ‘How he could smell anything over that foul stench is beyond me, though.’
‘It must be the rhenlings’ musk,’ Ahmedri said very softly, which caused a cold shudder to run down my spine.
I shifted Dameon’s hand gently to Analivia’s shoulder, took the lit torch from her and slipped past the two men and Dragon’s bier to look into the pipe, gesturing the others to stay back. The wolves had gone ahead out of sight but the horses were behind us, with Gavyn and Rasial, while Darga was alongside Analivia. As I approached the opening, my heart fluttered in my throat like a trapped bird. Now I could see that the smaller pipe that joined the one we were in had been wrenched sideways so that the seam had split open to reveal the hard, dark earth packed beyond it. I held the torch so that its light shone into the smaller pipe, and saw dark misshapen forms clinging to the walls and roof. They looked to be the size of large cats, with coarse, mottled fur, and their collective musk was so sharp that it made my eyes water.
I gestured for the others to pass, watching to see if the rhenlings stirred, but they might have been stones. When I caught up to the others who waited for me well past the smaller pipe opening, I suggested we tie Dragon’s bier lengthwise to Sendari, extinguish the torch and go on without the light, for it was now clear that we would be easily able to smell when we were coming close to any rhenlings, just as Rheagor had said. ‘Better to save the torches for when we need them.’
‘I can light it again very quickly,’ said Ahmedri after Dragon had been settled atop the big grey horse. I had gently lifted the sleeping Maruman from my shoulder to the bier, though I felt the same slight pang I always did, seeing those two I loved so deeply asleep.
‘Wait a moment,’ I said as Ahmedri took the light from Analivia and was about to extinguish it. I looked at Dameon, who felt my scrutiny and gave me a quizzical look. ‘Back there before any of us saw the join or smelled the rhenlings, you knew they were there. How?’
‘I could feel their ferocity,’ the empath said. ‘I think it would be a very bad thing to be nearby when these creatures wake, if they feel such rage in deepest sleep.’
‘That is what I guessed,’ I said triumphantly. I looked at the others. ‘Dameon will lead us. He is blind, so experienced at moving without being able to see. His hearing is very sharp and allows him a strong sense of what is about him and his empathy will warn him when we are coming close to the rhenlings, even before we can smell them. As soon as he senses rhenlings ahead, Ahmedri can re-light the torch.’
Dameon gave a dry laugh, and said with soft incredulity, ‘I will lead you.’
So as Ahmedri quenched the torch, we arranged ourselves in a line, hand to shoulder, and set off again, this time with Dameon in the lead and the horses behind us. Darga and Rasial were to flank Gavyn, who would not hold onto any of us, though so far he had shown no inclination to lag since we had entered the pipe.
‘Let’s go,’ I said.
To move through utter blackness was strange, and my extreme weariness made it feel as if I were walking in a dream. I kept my hand on Dameon’s shoulder, and it took me some time to realise that as well as leading us forward at a far better pace than I could have managed, Dameon was empathising reassurance and calm to all of us. The fact that we were in physical contact with one another made it easier for him to empathise all of us than if we had been walking separately.
Then Dameon stopped, saying softly to me that he sensed rhenlings ahead. The torch was lit and we continued for some minutes before I smelled rhenling musk. Once we had passed the pipe, the others lavished praise on Dameon’s perception, but Swallow asked softly if I had noticed that the pipe we had just passed had been damaged in the same way as the first one. I said nothing, but when we reached a third pipe joint, I saw that it, too, had been wrenched to the side and had split open at the seam. But what showed through was not solid earth and stone as with the last two pipes, but a long rift going deep down into the earth.
I bade Ahmedri hold the torch closer and stifled a gasp as the light fell on hundreds and hundreds of rhenlings clustered on the roof and walls of the rift as well as in the pipe. No wonder the reek was so strong. Some of the creatures were close enough for me to see that their misshapen bodies were quite small but that they had very long, thick, oddly jointed legs, which they kept folded against them, small pointed heads with large tattered-looking ears and long slitted mouths that twisted into a snout. They looked like a grotesque merging of spider and rat.
Once we had got well past the pipe, and the torch had again been extinguished, Dameon asked what they looked like. No doubt he had felt my fear and revulsion, but it was Analivia who described the rhenlings to him, displaying a facility with words that reminded me of the way Matthew had used to describe things to the empath. I lacked their skill of rendering what I saw into words.
‘What do you suppose damaged all of the pipes?’ Swallow asked me.
‘Whatever foul weapon it was that turned this region into a black wasteland,’ I said. ‘What else could it be? The thing I would like to know is the original purpose of these pipes.’
‘I should like to know where they go,’ Dameon said.
‘Maybe the efari will tell us,’ Analivia said. ‘But I have been thinking, couldn’t you just beastspeak the rhenlings if they try to attack us?’
‘Rheagor said they would react to the touch of a mind as if it were the touch of a hand, and what is worse, they would be able to fix on my mind if I did, and find me even days later.’
‘Well at least we know they are not roused by light or sound,’ Swallow said.
‘Not during the hours of day,’ Ahmedri said. ‘But what happens when the sun sets? They do not fly by moonlight, but mayhap they sleep light enough to be disturbed by it.’
‘I don’t believe the torchlight will trouble the rhenlings unless they actually open their eyes,’ I said. ‘Rheagor told me they use a combination of hearing and sound to hunt prey, so it seems to me that their eyes are simply vulnerabilities.’
‘Which means light could be a weapon against them,’ Swallow said.
‘Only sunlight, for apparently if they are roused to swarm and feed, they will endure all lesser lights and attack,’ I said. ‘Indeed it seems to me those lesser lights might even infuriate them enough to make them attack whoever bears them. I hope we can simply slip through their territory like shadows, unseen and unnoticed.’
We walked a while in silence and then Analivia said, ‘Couldn’t we just lie down and be still if they flew? After all, if we had not touched them and showed no light and made no noise or movement, wouldn’t they just fly over us and not even notice we were there?’
‘I will ask Rheagor,’ I said, pleased to see Analivia beginning to rouse from her morose lethargy. I had already become accustomed to the way her quick, clever mind leapt in unexpected directions and although she had rallied from her initial shock after seeing the Blacklands for the first time and making her brave little speech, she had continued to be withdrawn. Whether or not it was shame as Dameon had suggested, or shock at the fact that she had killed her brother, she had cut herself off from the rest of us. Now, for the first time in days, she seemed as sharply inquisitive as before Moss appeared.
We had passed two more pipes clogged with rhenlings when Dameon stopped abruptly, saying something was coming towards us. We stood frozen and speechless until Darga beastspoke me to say that it was only one of the wolves, come with a message from the pack leader. The bright place was not more than an hour ahead, if we wished to rest before going on.
‘But it cannot be more than mid afternoon,’ I protested, wondering why Rheagor had not simply farsought me. Perhaps he feared to alert the rhenlings.
‘I do not understand,’ Darga sent. ‘Surely if it has taken such a short time to reach the bright place, we can get to the other end of the graag by dusk.’
After a pause, Darga went on, ‘The wolf says the end of the graag is much farther past the safe place than the distance from the start of the graag to the bright place. He says that if we tried to go to the end now, the rhenlings would catch us in the graag.’
‘What if we just lie down and wait till they have gone before continuing?’ I asked.
Another silence then Darga said, ‘The rhenlings use calls to see so their ears would tell them there was something in the graag. When they flew to investigate, they would hear your breathing and even the thump of your heart. Also they can smell you, and would know you for meat.’
I shuddered and told him soberly to tell the wolf that we would rest a little and then continue on to the bright place, where we would spend the night even as Rheagor bade us do. I told the others what he had said, adding, ‘We will have to move faster tomorrow. I wish we knew exactly how long the pipe was.’
‘Since we do not,’ Swallow said, hunkering down against the wall of the pipe, ‘I suggest we ride tomorrow, for if we get to the end of the pipe on sunset, by my reckoning the moon will not have risen. That means the rhenlings can come out after us. So we will need time to get well away unless there is another bright pool handily placed to repel them.’
‘He is right,’ Ahmedri said, sitting down and clamping his knees around the torch he had lit, so that he could get out his water bottle. ‘At least we need to arrive early enough to find shelter.’
‘A fire at the mouth of a cave would be best, for even if they would endure the light, the rhenlings will not want to be burnt,’ Analivia said. She sat cross-legged too. I lowered myself wearily to sit beside Dameon and Darga flopped down next to Analivia, who began to pet him absently.
‘If we can find a cave,’ Swallow said.
‘If not we must dig a trench and use the torches to defend ourselves,’ Ahmedri declared.
‘We could ride if we lay down over the horses’ necks,’ Analivia suggested.
I was so tired, I wondered blearily if I would have the energy to get up again. I forced myself to say, ‘We cannot ride lying down for a whole day, and in any case, Gavyn will not ride. We will alternate running with walking, but the horses can go ahead with Dragon and Maruman and the wolves, and get well clear of the end of the pipe.’
‘Can you lead us at a run, Empath?’ Ahmedri asked Dameon.
‘No,’ I said firmly. ‘Dameon will ride on Faraf. Being smaller she can carry you so that you will just clear the top of the pipe. You can remain with us until we get close to the end, but if it is nearing sunset, you will ride on and we will light a torch and follow at a run. How many do we have left?’
‘Three remain but I will mend some of those we burned today when we stop,’ Ahmedri said. ‘The wood is hard and the wax and sap in the bandages I use burns at a low enough heat that the wood is barely singed.’
‘Done then,’ I said. I noticed that Gavyn was staring as if mesmerised at the torch flame. I had been worried the boy would be curious about the rhenlings, and would endanger himself and Rasial trying to investigate them, but Darga had sent to me that he had walked meekly between them and had not once appeared to think of stopping or wandering off. Hearing the exchange, Rasial assured me that she would not allow him to risk himself or us. I suppressed the impulse to ask how she planned to do that, for her manner had been less cold lately and the last thing I wanted was to push her back into her shell.
I noticed the white ridgeback watching me steadily, and I sent, ‘When you and the boy/cub slept alongside MornirDragon in the mountain cave, what did you/ Gavyn see?’ Despite my weariness it was not difficult to beastspeak her when we were so close. It would have been easier still if I had touched the white dog, but I did not think she would welcome the intimacy.
‘We / I flew with MornirDragon,’ Rasial sent. ‘Now she does fly the dreamtrails with Maruman.’
The dreamtrails, I thought, wondering if I had made a mistake in putting the old cat back in the bier with Dragon. The others began getting up, groaning and sighing, as Gahltha sent that he and the other horses would go on ahead with the wolf. When Swallow offered his hand, I gave it to him wordlessly and let him heave me up. Ahmedri extinguished the torch after we had arranged ourselves behind Dameon and we walked on in watchful silence until we saw light ahead.
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The horses were standing on the other side of a shimmering pool of water lying in a triangular dip at the centre of a large chamber formed by the junction of six pipes all as big as the one from which we had emerged. The water shone with the familiar yellow glow of the taint-devouring creatures the wolves called dryka. Seeing steam rising from it, I went to the edge of the pool and leaned over it, trying to see if there was a crack in the pipe, for how else could spring water have got in? But the metallic plast shone in a way that made it impossi ble to see clearly. Yet there was simply no other way the creatures could have got into the pipe. The upheavals that had wrenched the smaller pipes out of place must have left a fracture through which the water had seeped, carrying the eggs of the dryka. Jak had told me the eggs of the taint-devouring creatures would go into a forced hibernation if deprived of anything they needed, and that they could lie dormant in that state for a very long time and still hatch, once conditions were right.
‘Elspeth, can we light a fire and make a meal?’ Analivia asked, as Ahmedri and Swallow went to divest the horses of their burdens and give them some food.
‘I don’t think a fire will be a problem since the water is giving off heat and light, but I am not sure about cooking, given that the creatures hunt by scent as well as hearing, and are probably beginning to come out of their deepest sleep,’ I said, stifling a yawn. ‘Let me go and ask the wolves if the smell of boiling vegetables or campbread will bring them down on us. Don’t light a fire until I come back. There is no point in wasting wood if we can’t cook.’
‘Better take some food for the wolves,’ Swallow advised. ‘They may hunt their food when we are outside, but there is nothing in here for them.’ He threw me several packages of a hard biscuit Katlyn had produced when she had been trying her hand at developing travel food.
The wolves were just far enough along the next pipe to be outside the arc of brightest light, but there was still enough light to see Descantra, who lay nearest of all the pack to me. She bared her teeth as I set down the packets of biscuit, but when I straightened, Rheagor was coming towards me.
‘Rest and sleep while tha has the chance for tha must move more swiftly on the morrow,’ the pack leader sent, sniffing at the packets. ‘This one will come for tha when the sun do be rising.’
I felt him beginning to withdraw and said quickly, ‘Can we cook food?’
Rheagor yawned, showing me his red throat, and then he told me that the only scent that would draw a rhenling towards the bright place and a fire when they woke was that of blood and to overcome their loathing of the light it would have to be a great deal of blood, and fresh. The wolf broke off to snap ferociously at one of the cubs that had come slinking closer to the food packets, and when it recoiled with a yelp he fell to tearing one of the packets open, his mind now closed to me.
I made my way back to the others. Swallow was brushing the horses down and Ahmedri was mending the used torches while Dameon and Analivia were rummaging through the packs for food. They had mine open too and I ought to have felt indignant, but I was too tired. When I went to tell them they could cook, I noticed that Darga was sprawled by Analivia’s feet. Gavyn and Rasial were stretched out a little distance away beside Dragon’s bier sound asleep. I went to look down at them, wondering if they were together on the dreamtrails, and praying that they were safe.
‘Can you help me feed her?’ Analivia asked, coming to stand beside me with a bowl of gruel.
‘That was quick,’ I said, but when I glanced back to where the packs stood, Ahmedri was only just beginning to make a fire.
‘I used some of the water from the pool,’ Analivia said. ‘Darga said it was clean and I strained it.’
I knelt, took Dragon’s hand and closed my eyes, finding my way into her muscles so that I could force her to open her mouth, and to chew and swallow when Analivia spooned the gruel into her. It did not take long and when Analivia was finished, she rose and urged me to come and eat something myself, for I was white as parchment.
‘I need sleep more than food,’ I mumbled.
‘It is probably the way the taint poisoning is afflicting you,’ Analivia murmured sympathetically, pressing a hand to her stomach. ‘I feel it in my stomach. I suppose it is only to be expected that we would suffer some sickness from crossing tainted ground, but Ahmedri says we will take no permanent harm if the taint was truly slight.’
‘I am just tired,’ I said, and gritting my teeth, I went to get my blanket. Laying it out near the horses, I stretched out on it and slept.
Almost at once it seemed, someone was shaking me. I opened my eyes to find Analivia looking down at me in consternation. ‘You were dreaming,’ she said gently. ‘You cried out.’
‘I was dreaming that I was ill,’ I said. ‘I don’t remember anything but feeling sick and feverish. My bones hurt and my head was aching.’
Analivia helped me to sit up and I realised that I felt better, aside from being dreadfully thirsty and hungry. Analivia, on the other hand, looked pale and gaunt and there were dark circles under her eyes.
‘It has been a bad night for us all one way and another,’ she said, laughing shakily. ‘You seem to have slept away the worst of it. The rest of us have been vomiting and shivering all night long. To think this is mild taint poisoning! I saw the teknoguilders like this sometimes but I did not imagine how horrible they must have felt. The horses are all right though, and so are Maruman and Dragon, but the dogs have been ill.’
‘The wolves?’
‘I don’t know how they fare,’ she said. ‘They came for a drink a few times, but you could see the light was hurting their eyes and they didn’t stay long. I would have offered to bathe their eyes with a soothing herb, but when I signalled to ask Darga to offer, the pack leader refused.’
‘You have been standing watch?’
‘Only for an hour,’ she said wanly. ‘Swallow was up before me.’
‘Well, I am monstrously hungry so I will get up now and take the watch,’ I said, and hustled her into my blanket. She thanked me, adding that she had left some food for me by the fire. It was not much, she said apologetically, but they had dug the food out of all the packs to inventory it and we had very little left. I thanked her and went to check on the horses. Gahltha was awake and confirmed that he and the equines had not been ill, but that both dogs and Gavyn had vomited. I went to look at Dragon. If she had been affected by taint poisoning there was no sign of it. She lay asleep looking exactly the same, though her clothes had been changed and Maruman was now lying by her side rather than beside her head. Had he moved or had someone moved him? I wondered. I was tempted to lift him into my arms, but if it woke him and they were dreamtravelling together, my touch might drag him back, leaving her stranded somewhere.
Reluctantly I left them and went to find the food Analivia had left out for me. It was no more than a few mouthfuls of stew and some nuts and my stomach was still growling when I finished it, but given our diminishing supplies, I drank water until my belly felt full and then walked around to check on the others.
Swallow and Ahmedri were sound asleep and looking relatively peaceful, as Gavyn had been, sleeping alongside Rasial. Dameon was lying close to Dragon’s bier and I saw that Darga lay alongside the empath. Perhaps the worst of their reaction to the tainted ground had passed in the night, as it often had with teknoguilders who ventured over tainted ground. On the other hand it might be wiser to spend another night here, so that everyone could recover completely.
Yet I was beginning to long for fresh air and open skies, and even the bleak terrain we had crossed to reach the pipe in the first place began to seem desirable. It was hard to believe that we had been but a day and a night in the pipe. There was something about the still silence and the smooth sameness of the curved walls, not to mention the oppressive knowledge of the rhenlings, that made it feel as if we had been walking through it for days on end.
I changed my underclothes, washed a few clothes and laid them out to dry in the warmth by the pool, then I sat by the edge of it to bathe my face and feet and hands in water that was just short of being too hot. I had just dressed and laced up my boots when Rheagor beastspoke me to say that the sun was rising.
I wasted no time in waking Ahmedri and Dameon, reckoning they had slept longest, then I woke Swallow, and last of all a bleary-eyed Analivia. In an amazingly short time we had the horses packed up and ready to go. Rasial had woken and roused Gavyn and while Dameon mounted up reluctantly on Faraf, I bade Gahltha lead the other horses out of the pipe. Most of the wolf pack would be ahead of them, having already set off, but Rheagor had told me that he and several of the stronger wolves would remain with us. Aware of Gahltha’s reluctance to leave me, I went to him and stroked his neck, bidding him obey me, for was I not ElspethInnle, whom he had sworn to serve? He sent that he had sworn to guard me, and what use was a guardian who left behind that which he was to guard?
‘You cannot guard me against what is here,’ I said gently. ‘Now go, and watch over Dragon and Maruman for me!’
He cantered away down the pipe that the wolves had slept in, followed by the other horses, Sendari bearing Dragon and Maruman on the bier. The rest of us followed at a slow jog, Faraf in the lead bearing Dameon. His head just cleared the top of the pipe, though he would have to get down whenever he came to places where he could smell rhenlings to avoid brushing against any that were clinging to the roof.
I ran beside Faraf to begin with, my hand on her neck, and the others ran behind me as on the day before, linked hand on shoulder to one another, save for Gavyn who still refused to join us. But once again Darga and Rasial ran either side of him, behind us, ensuring that he stayed in the centre of the pipe. We had not lit any of the torches, for Ahmedri had managed to mend only one torch and the others we had used for firewood. We had too few torches left to waste on anything but the places where there were rhenlings. It was not hard, for the pace was not fast. In truth it was easy to run, unencumbered as we were, for Faraf carried the torches and the food we would eat that day, while the other horses carried everything else. All the rest of us carried were a knife and a bottle of water each.
As we had been preparing to leave, Analivia had told me they had reckoned we had supplies enough for three days’ travel beyond the end of the pipe, a week on starvation rations if the wolves could hunt and need not share our food. The horses only had fodder enough for a day but at least we had plenty of water to start with, for Analivia had filled the empty bottles with water taken from the pool in the junction chamber, strained through muslin and cooled, and there would surely be other sources of water to be found once we were out in the open. Even if it was many days’ travel to the city, we should be able to find food and water when we arrived, since the efari must eat and drink.
‘I should have slept straight away, too, instead of eating and talking for an hour,’ said Swallow who was running directly behind me. ‘You seem to have recovered a good deal faster than the rest of us, Elspeth.’
Feeling guilty because I had recovered and guilty that I had not told them how the Agyllians had taught my body to heal itself, I made no response. I will tell them, I thought, as soon as we are out of this accursed pipe.
We jogged and walked turn about, and then rested briefly before doing it again. Given what Swallow had said, I had been watching the others, but they seemed not to be suffering any lingering effects from the taint. Twice Dameon sensed rhenlings ahead and we stopped and lit one of the torches before continuing. Swallow said there was probably no need, but I could not bring myself to pass by without knowing we were not going to touch any of the creatures. Something about the thought of it horrified me in some visceral way. Yet we might have run by unseeing and unscathed, for both times the rhenlings had been sleeping well down in the smaller pipes. They looked so much as they had in the other pipes that I found it hard to imagine that between this day and the one past, the rhenlings had roused and flown and returned to roost without us knowing a thing about it.
We walked and then ran again. I had long since ceased to think anything meaningful or coherent for more than a few minutes at a time. Thoughts floated in and out of my mind without my even attempting to connect them. I either counted steps mindlessly or fell to humming the rhythms our feet made thudding on the pipe. I was no longer running alongside Faraf but behind him, and the others ran separately behind me, as surefooted as I was on a surface that did not change and where there were no obstacles. We had learned to pace ourselves so that we would not collide and to take our bearings from the soft even thud of Faraf’s hoofs. We had run on and off for hours, falling into a rhythm and pace that were easy to maintain.
Whenever Dameon called out that he could sense rhenlings, we slowed to a walk and Ahmedri lit the torch and took the lead. He was in the process of doing this for the fifth time, when, without warning, the pipe suddenly began to jerk and shudder under my feet.
‘What is it?’ Analivia cried out, and then there was a great crack and the deep rumbling of earth and stone and another cracking sound, and then earth was falling on me. At the same time, it seemed to me the air was suddenly heavy with rhenling musk. I began to panic, imagining the hideous things waking and flying to sink their sharp teeth into me.
I stumbled back from the hail of earth and stone, throwing my hands over my head and calling out to Dameon, then I tripped over fallen rubble and fell flat on my back, the impact winding me. I struggled to turn onto my stomach and draw breath. Before I could do so, something heavy fell on my chest. I gave a cry of pain and instinctively rolled to my side to get rid of the weight. The movement hurt me so badly that it made me feel faint. Unable to get up and terrified that I would pass out, I curled towards my legs, lifting my arm to protect my head and face. Earth and stones were still falling and the air was full of choking dust. Muffled by the thunderous clamour, I heard the agonised howl of a wolf, then something heavy crashed down onto my upraised arm and head. There was an excruciating burst of pain and I blacked out.
Sleep was a storm that pulled and pushed and rocked me wildly. I could smell the salt scent of the waves and hear the creak of straining wood and riggings, the keening of the wind. There was no light so I struggled to my feet and wove across a floor that pitched under my feet, telling me, if I had not already guessed it, that I was at sea and there was a storm.
How can I be at sea? I thought.
I forced myself to the door, feeling dizzy and very weak. I was hot, too. I was fevered, I realised, but I pulled open the door. Rain hurled itself at me with painful force as the wind tore the door from my hand and threw it back against the outside of the cabin with a violence that cracked it from top to bottom. The sound was barely audible against the bellowing roar of the storm.
Beyond the side of the ship, black mountains of water heaved and smoked under sheets of rain blown sideways by the force of the wind.
‘Rushton!’ called a voice.
I turned to see Brydda coming towards me. The big rebel looked gaunt and wet as a drowned rat and he had tied a deck rope about his waist. ‘You should not be up, man. There is nothing you can do and it is not safe here. Go back to bed.’
‘Lark said there was an island,’ Rushton said. His voice was a thin rasp.
I am with him again, I realised. In him. Was this a dream or a memory I was sharing with him or was it something that was happening now, and I was seeing it through his eyes because of the link between our spirits?
‘In seas like this, every man and woman’s hope looks like an island,’ Brydda said.
‘The lad has sharper eyes than most, and he is no liar,’ Rushton croaked. He broke into a bout of jagged racking coughs and I felt the thick rattle of phlegm in his chest.
‘Aye and though there is no island on the maps we may have been blown outside their range. We will know soon enough. If the lad is right, we will put in there and wait out the storm.’
‘It will not save us if there is no fresh water,’ Rushton said. I felt the dryness of his throat as my own, and the rain-slicked wood against his hard-calloused hands. ‘The stupid waste of all this rain water,’ he added with a curse.
‘Aye, we should have realised that the pipes needed to be made of something that would not crack so easily. But the Sadorian ships may still have water in their tanks if their pipes are made of some hardier stuff.’
‘Not enough water for all of us to reach The Spit,’ Rushton said. ‘We need an island with water.’
‘An island without water would be better than no island,’ bellowed Brydda above a crackle of lightning. ‘The Umborine looks sound enough, but the Voyager is sitting very low in the water and the Stormdancer is damaged in the hull as well as having the water pipes smashed. We have lost sight altogether of the Auroch. If we stop, there is a good chance that it might be blown in our direction if it is still afloat. And she might still have her pipes intact.’ ‘How do the others from Obernewtyn fare?’
Brydda gave a ghost of his robust grin. ‘None of them are ill but neither do many of them seem to have your tolerance for the sea. Most of them are puking their guts out below.’ He sobered. ‘Now go back to bed, my friend. You look terrible and you have no safety rope on you.’ He broke off to look past me, eyes bulging. Rushton turned to see what he was looking at and my mouth went dry at the sight of a great black wall of water twenty times higher than a normal wave, looming up over the ship.
Brydda reached out and threw his great arms around me as darkness flowed over the world.
‘Rushton,’ I croaked.
I woke.
I could neither move nor open my eyes. All about me was a heavy pressure and there was a terrible pain in my arm and chest. The air felt thick and wet and my mouth was full of a gritty gruel of blood and dirt, but I had not the strength to spit.
I am buried alive, I thought with a stab of terror.
I had to fight a moment of pure madness that made me want to struggle, knowing if I did, I would likely lose the precious pocket of air keeping me alive. I forced myself to form a probe to summon help, and then realised it would not pass through solid earth. I had a crazed urge to laugh because, despite all of my Talents and despite being the Seeker whose coming had been foreseen and planned, for whom people and beasts were willing to lay down their lives, nothing could help me now. Even my body, which could heal itself, would not save me. If I did not die of whatever injuries I had, I would die of hunger or thirst soon enough.
It was harder and harder to breathe, which told me the air trapped with me was near exhausted. My head ached and my arm hurt abominably, too. I remembered my dream vision of Rushton and the terrible wave looming over him, and a wild tangle of yearning and rage and sorrow roared through me at the thought that he might have drowned. I felt useless tears spill down my cheeks, washing the grit from my eyes.
Then I heard something.
I blinked and listened. I thought I could hear a muffled voice. Was Analivia trapped, too? Perhaps the whole pipe had collapsed. Then, to my incredulous relief, earth was being dug away from my shoulder and in a moment my face was clear. I opened my mouth and gasped in a breath of clean air, then tried to move my arm and near fainted at the pain. Broken, I thought, and groaned.
‘She’s breathing,’ Swallow said. ‘Help me.’
‘Rhenling …’ I managed to croak, for suddenly the air was heavy with the musk of the creatures.
‘She’s awake,’ Analivia gasped. ‘Thank goodness!’
‘It is all right,’ Swallow said soothingly. ‘Wherever the rhenlings are, the tremor and the cave-in have not roused them.’ I felt fingers moving delicately against my eyelids, clearing the earth away, but when I opened my eyes, it was as dark as if they were still closed. The torch Ahmedri had been about to light must have been lost when the pipe gave way. But surely there was another pair of them on Faraf’s back.
A sickening fear welled in me at the realisation that she and Dameon had been ahead of the rest of us, when the roof had fallen in.
Dameon.
‘Dameon!’ I cried, and then groaned again at the pain in my arm.
‘He was far enough ahead of us that the cave-in might have fallen between us,’ Swallow said quickly.
I was not comforted. For all we knew, the rest of the pipe could have been stoved in. But I prayed he was right. They had cleared enough earth away to haul me out and as they moved me, I stifled a groan when a red knife of pain cut into me.
‘I think … my arm is broken. Maybe a rib … too,’ I grated through clenched teeth, wondering grimly if it would have been my skull if I had not thrown up an arm.
There was a cracking sound and the rattling grind of earth shifting and sliding and we all froze. I felt a rain of earth against one leg then it stopped.
‘Carefully,’ Ahmedri said softly as they cleared the rest of the earth away. Then I felt hands lift me gently and set me down a few paces away on the floor of the pipe. The reek of rhenling was so strong it made my eyes water, and yet before the cave-in I had smelled nothing.
‘Is anyone else … hurt?’ I asked.
‘Rasial was knocked out, but she is not badly hurt. The boy is crooning over her now,’ Ahmedri said. ‘Ana has a cut on her head but it is not too deep and the rest is mere scratches and bruises.’
He broke off as I began to cough again. The pain it caused made me see stars in the darkness.
‘Water,’ Analivia said. ‘Ahmedri, Swallow, do either of you have your water bottles? I have lost mine.’
‘I have mine,’ Swallow said. I heard the sound of steps approaching and then he drew in a breath of astonishment. ‘Ye gods, what is this?’ A faint glow of yellow light illuminated Swallow’s startled black-streaked face, and beside him, dimly, I saw Analivia, her forehead and cheek glistening darkly on one side. The light was coming from the top of the water bottle Swallow was holding.
‘Dryka,’ I murmured. ‘That is what beasts call the taint-devouring insects. You must have caught some by accident when you filled the bottles.’
‘Impossible! I strained the water,’ Analivia said.
There was a soft scrabbling noise close by and the scent of rhenling seemed to grow more and more potent. The hair on my neck prickled. The others had frozen too, but now, very slowly, Swallow raised the bottle.
Analivia stifled a cry of horror, for above us several long wide cracks ran over our heads from one side of the pipe to the other, and rhenlings were crawling slowly through on long spidery legs. This must have been going on for some time, because the roof was covered in them and several were edging down the walls. One was so close to my head that I could see its body was not completely furred but dark and leathery in places. What I had taken for extra legs I now saw were furred wings folded against the creature’s back and there were tufts of longer wiry black fur on its legs growing out of some sort of warty growths at the joints that might have been a sickness or merely part of the way the creatures were made. But its eyes were closed to slits and when I looked up, I saw that those entering the pipe moved as slowly as bees confounded by a smudge pot.
‘They are still asleep,’ I whispered. There was a long silence in which no one breathed, but the rhenlings did not react to my voice.
‘The sun has not set,’ Ahmedri said very softly. ‘Obviously the cave-in disturbed them, but it hasn’t quite woken them.’
‘Rheagor said only the touch of prey or the sound of an alarm cry would wake them when the sun was shining,’ I said, my breath beginning to come more easily. For a second, fear had blotted out the pain in my chest, but now it redoubled.
‘We must dig our way out through this before the sun sets,’ Swallow said.
‘We don’t know how much of the pipe caved in,’ Analivia objected.
‘There is no other way,’ Ahmedri said soberly. ‘We could not get back to the bright junction before the sun sets, even if Elspeth were not injured.’
I could not dig and so I lay there, watching the others scooping earth and rock away with their hands, breathing shallowly to lessen the pain in my chest. My arm hurt only when I moved it, for Ahmedri had created a rough splint to support it. I looked from my digging companions to the rhenlings clustered on the roof of the pipe above us with revulsion. My eyes had adjusted enough to the dim light from the bottle that I was able to see more and more of the fell things squirming through the cracks from whatever rift they had been inhabiting.
I did not know how long I had been unconscious. Long enough, for though the rhenlings were not yet awake, it seemed to me they were not far from it. Even as I watched, the one closest to me hissed softly, and its thin black tongue slid over rows of yellowing needle-sharp teeth in its open maw.
I forced myself to turn my head and watch the others digging. Twice, there had been another shower of stones and earth, blocking the hole they had dug, and once there had been a cracking noise and I had gone dry-mouthed with horror at the thought of the pipe giving way and the rhenlings falling down onto me as I lay there helpless.
A hand touched my arm and I almost screamed, but it was Gavyn. They had laid me close to Rasial, and Gavyn had been stroking her filthy, bloodstained fur tenderly over and over. Now the boy gave me his loose, sweet smile, and if it had been anyone other than him, I would have thought he was comforting me. Then I noticed that the dog was stirring.
‘Rasial?’ I beastspoke her.
Her eyes opened and narrowed and she growled softly at the rhenling stirring not a hand span from our heads.
‘They are not awake,’ I sent quickly. ‘They will only wake if we touch them, at least until the sun sets. The others are trying to dig through the earth and stone that is blocking our way, so we can get out.’
‘I can feel air moving!’ Swallow hissed, his voice fierce with relief. ‘We are through!’
‘Elspeth?’ It was Dameon’s voice.
A rush of relief flowed through me. ‘I am here!’ I farsent to him, because it was too painful to draw the breath I would need to call out. ‘I am so glad you are not hurt! What of Faraf?’
‘She is fine but two of the wolves were hurt, one badly,’ Dameon said aloud. ‘The pack leader killed him.’
‘Are you all right?’ Analivia said.
‘I am fine. It was the rest of you I feared for. I thought all of you dead but Rheagor insisted to Faraf that you were alive, Elspeth.’
‘She is hurt,’ Swallow said, keeping his voice low. ‘A broken arm and rib. Rasial was knocked unconscious, but the rest of us have no worse than a few gashes and bruises between us. But we need to get out of here. It must be very close to sunset.’
‘Another hour according to Rheagor,’ Dameon said. ‘He and the other wolves that stayed with us have been digging ever since the pipe caved in. But don’t worry about the time. Once we get all of you through we can block the gap to stop the rhenlings coming after us, for there are none beyond here. I must have been mistaken about being able to sense them.’
‘You were not mistaken,’ the gypsy told him grimly. ‘The pipe had obviously begun to split open before the collapse and hundreds of them have been coming through the cracks. They are all around us. They are not awake yet, but they are stirring.’
There was an aghast silence then Dameon said urgently, ‘Dig then. The wolves will dig from this side!’
At that moment, an eerie ululating call came echoing along the pipe behind us and the rhenlings on the walls rustled like leaves stirred by rising wind and began flexing their leathery wings, slitted lids sliding open to reveal eyes that were green and glistening as peeled grapes. I lay in horror, waiting for them to fall on me, but though the creatures slavered and bared their fangs, they did not attack.
After a long frozen moment, Swallow whispered, ‘Why aren’t they attacking?’
The rhenlings chittered and seethed at the sound of his voice, but they still did not attack.
After a long moment, Analivia breathed, ‘Maybe the light from the bottle is holding them back …’
Again a ripple went through the rhenlings but still they did not attack. I farsent to Dameon to ask what he could feel, praying that my sending would not enrage them so long as it was not directed at them.
‘Hunger, rage,’ the empath told me. ‘But there is something else … Something holding them in thrall …’
I sucked in a breath that gave me a jab of pain and turned my head to look at Gavyn. He was now gazing up at the creatures on the roof. Incredibly, he was smiling.
‘Rasial, is this Gavyn’s doing?’ I farsent to the ridgeback.
‘He thralls their spirits, but we cannot hold them forever,’ Rasial sent dreamily. No doubt the boy was drawing on her.
‘I don’t know how, but Gavyn holds them in his thrall,’ I farsent to Ahmedri and then I said aloud to Swallow and Analivia. ‘Dig!’
It took almost an hour, but at last the way was wide enough for a single person to pass through. It was stable because Ahmedri had insisted that they take the time to strengthen the wall of what was effectively a small tunnel using some of the stones. Ahmedri went through first and then Analivia and Swallow lifted me through to him. It was a short but painful journey, and I was still recovering from it as Analivia came through. Gavyn continued to exert his strange will on the rhenlings until Swallow lifted Rasial through. He would have gone back to lead the boy through, but Gavyn came through of his own accord after the dog and then Ahmedri blocked the passage, after first lighting a torch so we could inspect our injuries.
We all looked at one another, wide-eyed and filthy, then Swallow asked, ‘What just happened back there? What woke them?’
‘That did be the cry a rhenling does give to alert the horde that prey did blunder into their midst,’ Rheagor sent, reading the question in my mind. He regarded Gavyn with his queer silver eyes. ‘The cub and the she-dog did mesmerise those close by, to prevent them rising to swarm. Their power do be very great, though it be narjulk.’
Gavyn yawned and Analivia said, ‘Look, I do not know about the rest of you, but I am well and truly sick of this pipe. Let’s talk about what happened once we are out of here.’
‘Well said,’ Swallow said firmly. ‘Elspeth, can you ride?’
‘I can’t walk,’ I said, grimacing.
‘I will carry you gently / safely, ElspethInnle,’ Faraf sent.
They were as gentle as they could be getting me up onto the little mare’s back, but in the end the pain was so fierce that I was forced to weave a coercive net to hold it off, otherwise I would have passed out.
As we set off, I noticed the body of a wolf half buried under heavy rubble. Its hindquarters had been crushed but its head and forepaws were clear of the stones. Its jaws were open wide in a frozen gape of agony, and its throat was red with gore, testament to the fact that its pack leader had slain it. I swallowed hard and asked Rheagor, ‘Do the others know what happened here?’
‘They know, for this one did send a wolf to tell it lest they did return to seek us. They do wait by the shadow lake,’ sent Rheagor.
The shadow lake turned out to be a dry lake bed of fine powdery black sand in a great cavern at the end of a tunnel that looked to have been carved out by the humans as a continuation of the pipe we had been travelling through. The cavern itself appeared to be naturally formed. There was no sign of Gahltha or Falada or any of the wolves, but I could see there were several cracks and holes in the sides of the cavern wide enough for a horse to pass through.
‘Why are there no rhenlings here?’ Analivia asked wonderingly to Swallow, who was carrying a torch.
‘Creatures dwell here that prey on anything that does sleep here. They do be very small but deadly,’ Rheagor told me, responding to the echo of Analivia’s question in my mind.
‘You said the others were waiting here,’ I sent.
‘This one bade Descantra wait until the sun did set,’ he said.
He led us to one of the cracks and as Faraf entered it, I asked the pack leader why his ancestor and three she-cubs had set off alone to make the journey to the mountains in the first place.
‘That one did have the power to go seliga,’ Rheagor sent. ‘That one did tell his pack leader of great danger coming to their territory and he did say they must flee. The leader did tell him there be no use in fleeing for all else in the world was poison lands. The cub did tell of the graag beyond the white dead land, through which they could travel safely to black mountains that did rise up to claw the sky. There might the wolves find a territory that would be safe for many generations. The pack leader did drive him out. One of the she-wolves was his sister and she did go with him and two of her companions.’
I was so astonished at this tale that I almost forgot I was hurting.
‘Were all of them captured by the efari?’ I asked, eager to know more in this rare moment of openness from the wolf.
‘Nah nah nah,’ Rheagor said. ‘Only the male be taken, but that one did escape and three females were waiting. One did die by the rhenlings soon after as this one did tell tha before.’
‘What happened to the others?’
‘The three did come through the graag and reach the mountains, but another died there of some sickness so there did be only the cub and his litter sister. He could not mate with his sister so he did challenge the pack master of a fierce pack of mountain wolves. He did be more than a cub now, and strong, but the wolf he challenged did be fully grown and powerful and wily. Yet that one did yield and this one’s ancestor claimed his pack. From that one and the mate he took from the pack, did come the Brildane.’ There was reverence in his voice but also a sorrow. Was that because he was truly blood kin to the wolf that founded the Brildane? I wondered, or was it the fact that they both had the ability to go seliga?
‘What was the danger the cub foresaw befalling his old territory?’ I asked.
‘That the pack and their territory would perish in darkness and fire if they did not go to the black mountains,’ Rheagor said. ‘But when he did be old, he did see that no harm came to that pack or that territory. It did be needful only for him to leave.’
He broke contact then, and I was left to wonder if the doom Rheagor’s ancestor had seen was the dreadful fate that would come to all the world if I failed to complete my quest. For had not Atthis warned that I would fail if the Brildane could not be persuaded to accompany me, and if the cub had not made his perilous journey to the mountains, there would have been no Brildane.
A gust of wind and cool air lifted the lank strands of hair from my sticky face and I drew in a deep, glorious breath, uncaring of the pain it caused me. A short time later Faraf ascended a slope that brought us out of the earth into the wide, cold, dark night.
The sun had long set, and there was no more left of it than a dim bloody smear upon the western horizon, illuminating the slight unevenness that was the Blacklands Range far behind us. A dim haze of greenish light marked the end of the glowing Blacklands, but it was too dark to see if there was a white plain to the northeast, for the moon had yet to rise and there were only a few stars pricking the velvet darkness overhead. At least the ground to the north and south and east did not glow. The ground we were on was dark and stony and much as the terrain had been between the mountains and the graag. Darga had pronounced it Blacklands, but Rheagor sent that the taint was so slight as to be no taint at all, and in any case, in a few hours we would come to the white plain, where there was no taint. There was clean water there, too, he added casually, answering another concern.
Then he went to the wolves and I noticed that one of them lay on its side, whining softly. Dameon had mentioned that two wolves had been injured and I realised it must have been the other that Rheagor had sent out to tell the pack about the cave-in. Rheagor was sniffing at the other wolf and as all talk fell silent, I heard the bubbling sound of its breathing with cold dismay.
‘If you can convince them to allow me to examine it…’ Analivia began, but without warning, Rheagor lunged at its throat to deal out his swift and savage mercy. There was a dark gush and the slaty metallic smell of blood made my stomach turn.
Rheagor looked up at me, his muzzle streaked with red. ‘A wolf that cannot run with the pack is better dead,’ he sent.
‘My companion is a healer,’ I said. ‘She might have saved that wolf.’
‘Would tha go on, dinrai?’ Rheagor sent, the cold question my only answer.
I drew a shaken breath and said, ‘I would go on.’
‘Then prepare,’ Rheagor said and led his wolves apart.
I told the others what he had said of the white plain and the water and Analivia asked if it would not be wiser for me to rest for a few hours before we continued.
‘I would rather go on if there is clean ground to be had at the end of the journey,’ I said. ‘If there is clean water there will likely be grazing for the horses and it might be possible to do some foraging. Better to get there before we stop. Besides, I would far rather sleep on untainted ground under the sun when I know that no rhenling horde can come hunting me.’
That put an end to their arguments, for while it was true that the creatures could not come through the blocked pipe, there were other outlets and they might very well fly to this end of the pipe as they must have done many times before when the moon was near to rising.
Ahmedri and Swallow reconstructed the travois and Dragon’s bier was tied in place after it had been fastened to Sendari. In the meantime, Analivia fashioned a sling for my splinted arm. Swallow suggested I would be more comfortable riding if they bandaged my ribs but both Analivia and Ahmedri said this would do more harm than good.
I could have walked, but not quickly and I would have ridden Gahltha, as he wished, but it proved easier simply to mount me up on little Faraf again. She truly had a gentle gait; moreover, with Dameon walking alongside me emanating serenity, and the coercive net catching any pain, I could manage very well. It struck me that this would be the right moment to tell the others my body would heal itself, but by the time I was in place, I had decided to wait until we stopped.
There was no moon or sun to light our way, but Rheagor took the lead confidently and the wolves followed. Ahmedri and Swallow both carried lit torches at his suggestion, not for light so much as for protection.
‘There be beasts that do dwell in this place other than rhenlings and all wild creatures do fear the hot bite of flame,’ Rheagor had answered when I asked if he expected the rhenlings to attack us.
For a time we moved in silence over the flat barren ground. I noticed all of the wolves stayed well back from the circles of torchlight and wondered what they would do if we were on an open plain with no shelter when day broke.
Then I heard Analivia say softly to Swallow, who rode behind her on Gahltha, ‘I was never so frightened as when you opened the bottle and we saw all those rhenlings around us in the pipe. Not even when Moss threatened to throw me over the cliff when I was six.’
An appalled silence met her words and Swallow reached back and rested a hand on her leg. He meant only to comfort her, I thought, but he could not see her face, which revealed a mixture of yearning and panic. I glanced around at the others. Ahmedri was riding alongside with Dameon mounted up behind him on Falada, but he had noticed nothing. Gavyn was walking behind them with Rasial, whom Ahmedri had carried from the pipe, slung ignominiously about his shoulders. Once she had awakened, she insisted that her injured leg was no more than a flesh wound. When she had licked it, it had seemed she had been right, nevertheless I noticed now that she was limping. I said nothing, knowing she would not appreciate my interference, but I would suggest that Analivia offer to treat it when we stopped.
I looked across at the travois being dragged behind Sendari. I had been worried about Dragon and Maruman, but they had been well out of the pipe before it had collapsed, and they slept on, oblivious to what had been happening.
‘Do not fear for them,’ Gahltha sent. ‘Maruman will bring MornirDragon back when she remembers what must be remembered, even as the oldOnes bade.’
I turned to stare at him in amazement. That Maruman might have a purpose in dreamtravelling with Dragon, other than merely bringing her to wakefulness, had never occurred to me. But had Maruman told this to Gahltha or had he guessed it? Before I could ask, Dameon asked Analivia what she had meant earlier when she told him that light had shone from a bottle. After she explained, Swallow said that he thought it better if none of us drank the water from the bottles, given that there was no way to tell whether the bottles contained some of the taint-devouring insects. He frowned. ‘What is it the beasts call them? Dryka?’
Analivia bridled, insisting indignantly that she had carefully strained all the water through muslin that she had got from the graag and from the springs in the cave at the foot of the mountains. None of the dryka could have got into the bottles.
‘Perhaps their eggs …? Wait, I have it!’ Swallow said suddenly. ‘The bottle I opened must have been the one I filled from the broken pipe behind the observatory on the bluff. Remember?’ He glanced at me and I nodded in confirmation. ‘I wanted to ask Darga to smell it and see if it was clean. I had forgotten about it, but we must have got it out last night when we were trying to see how much food we had.
‘These dryka are becoming even more interesting.’
‘What interests me is how the boy stopped the rhenlings,’ Ahmedri said, and we all looked at Gavyn who was now romping with two of the wolf cubs who had been running at the rear of the wolf column streaming ahead. I had noticed earlier that several of the cubs had come sniffing and nudging at the boy when he emerged from the crack, and for the first time the adult wolves had done nothing to drive them back, perhaps because Rheagor had told them what Gavyn had done. I could see no other explanation for their sudden tolerance of the enthraller, though I had noticed it did not extend to Rasial. The wolves stayed well away from the injured ridgeback and the cubs cringed and lowered their tails between their legs when she came close.
I turned my gaze to the white dog to see how she regarded the desertion of her soul mate, and saw that she was still limping but seemed otherwise unperturbed.
‘My pain is not your affair,’ Rasial beastspoke me suddenly, and I flushed in shame at the realisation that my curiosity had fashioned a probe that had been groping towards her.
‘Gavyn is what we at Obernewtyn have begun to call an enthraller,’ Dameon was explaining to the other three. ‘That is a person with the rare ability to combine the Talents of coercion and empathy.’
‘The pack leader warned that the touch of a mind would bring the rhenlings down on us,’ Swallow said.
‘I suspect Gavyn was not attempting to coerce or to communicate with the rhenlings,’ Dameon said slowly. ‘What I felt was … well, the boy was directing his full attention at them.’
‘But how could that stop them attacking us?’ Analivia asked.
‘The best way I can explain it is to say that it is as if a man absentmindedly held off a flock of chickens so he could pour seed into their bowl,’ Dameon said, after pondering a moment. ‘The hunger and rapacity and the desire of the rhenlings to swarm would have got in the way of Gavyn’s curiosity about them.’ As ever, he sounded dissatisfied with his explanation.
‘You mean he stopped them eating us because that would have distracted him?’ Swallow asked incredulously.
Dameon laughed. ‘I suppose that is one way of putting it.’
‘The power it must have taken …’ Analivia murmured.
‘Is great,’ Dameon said. ‘The strange thing is that I never felt his interest in anything before this moment. It is as if something drew his attention to the rhenlings when usually he would not have seen them. Indeed, he showed no interest in them at all when we passed them earlier.’
‘That’s true,’ Analivia mused.
Rasial, I thought.
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Two hours later, the moon rose and in the distance its pure pale light fell on the leading edge of a white plain. The meeting of grey, damaged earth and white earth was striking not only for its extreme contrast but because they met in a line that was unnaturally straight. It was impossible to imagine that whatever had befallen these lands had not been of human doing, for nature did not cut its cloth so neat.
Analivia had begun to describe it to Dameon, but when she spoke of the whiteness as a plain, Ahmedri said flatly, ‘It is not a plain.’ He pointed away to the horizon. ‘Those are dunes. It is a desert.’
I squinted and could not see anything other than whiteness, but I did not doubt he had seen what he said, for a Sadorian would know very well what dunes looked like.
‘Look there,’ Swallow said, pointing to a large body of water shining silver in the moonlight at the margin of Blacklands and white desert. The pool was wide at one end and narrowed at the other like a tear. At the wide end of the lake there was a large outcropping of black rocks. I did not see how this could be the clean water Rheagor had mentioned, since it was surrounded on one side by tainted ground, but there was no other water in sight and Rheagor turned to the south-east to make directly for it. It was not until we were quite close that I saw the narrow end of the pool gave forth a thin stream that went meandering away to the south along a deep narrow channel that ran precisely along the border between the barren grey-black terrain that was the end of the Blacklands and the white plain. This suggested that the pool was formed about a spring, which was gradually running away in a stream.
From a distance, I had not seen steam coming off the surface of the pool, but when we were closer I noticed there was water welling from the top of the mound of stones at the northern end, and running down it into great flat boulders that appeared to have been sculpted by the flow into natural bowls. From these, water spilled into the pool, which was truly large enough to be called a small lake. A veil of steam hung above the brimming stone bowls, but not above the lake, whose surface would have been like a silver mirror in the still night, save for widening ripples emanating from where the spring water entered it.
It was only after I had been helped down from Faraf that I saw that the whole of the lake lay in an enormous rounded slab of stone half buried in the ground and connected to the mound of rocks from which the spring flowed. Darga sniffed at the spring and pronounced it clean, but the lake tainted. However, Rheagor beastspoke me to say it was so slightly tainted as to be clean. As if to emphasise the point, he led the pack to the edge to drink.
I told the others what he had said as they unloaded the horses, and without hesitation, when the wolves moved away, they went to lave their filthy faces and arms, and drank their fill without restraint. I longed to do the same, but the pain in my chest forbade me doing anything more strenuous than sitting and waiting for a bowl of water to be brought to me. Of course I could not feel any pain, but I did not want any more to be stored in the coercive net than need be.
I was beginning to feel the heavy tiredness that meant my body was trying to heal my injuries and I was expending energy on the coercive net. I needed to unweave it as soon as possible, I knew, for stored pain distilled and continued to do so until released. If it became too potent or there was too much pain stored away, the forbidding might dissolve under the weight of it and flood me, unprepared, with intense pain.
Analivia brought me a mug of water and a bowl she had filled from the spring. After I had emptied the mug, she bathed my face and good arm in warm water and then fetched fresh water to bathe my broken arm in case there were any cuts that needed treating. She did not remove the splint but worked around it, saying it would not do to disturb the bone, which needed to knit together. I had never had a broken bone before and I wondered how long it would take to heal. Analivia found two cuts, one small and the other long but shallow, and applied some salve she had mixed up. She was so gentle and I was so tired that I began to nod off under her ministrations.
‘I do not like it that you are so sleepy,’ she said worriedly. ‘It is strange, too, that you do not seem to feel any pain.’
‘Do you feel pain when you breathe out?’ Ahmedri asked, also looking concerned.
I shook my head to clear it and said somewhat groggily, ‘Do not fear for me, my friends. I have been holding off the pain of the broken arm and rib using a coercive net, but it is tiring me. I need to release the pain and then sleep.’
‘Garth spoke of this ability,’ Analivia said, sounding fascinated.
‘That is not all,’ I said. And at last, in as few words as possible, I told them what the Agyllians had done to my body.
‘But all bodies heal themselves,’ Ahmedri said, sounding puzzled.
‘My body heals from things that other bodies do not heal from and I heal far more quickly than normal,’ I said.
‘Your chest and arm …’ Analivia began.
‘Will heal in a few days. I don’t know what damage that boulder did when it landed on my chest, but although it hurts me, the pain is less fierce than it was. I can tell that much even with the coercive net stopping me feeling it.’
‘What are the limits of this healing ability?’ Analivia asked.
‘I don’t know, but I have not reached them yet and I have been more seriously hurt than this. Mind you, I have never broken bones before. The only disadvantage is that the healing is involuntary and it takes all of my energy. I can’t put it off until later. Hence my sleepiness now.’
‘That these birds could teach your body such a thing is astonishing,’ Dameon murmured. Then, unexpectedly, the empath laughed softly. ‘But it explains a good deal. Roland has been mightily puzzled by some of the healing your body has done in the past. I once heard him speculate that you must have some sort of unique self-healing Talent you were not aware of.’
I took a short tense breath. ‘It shames me that I have not told you sooner than this, since it means that all of you risk more than I do in travelling with me. When you thought I was sick in the pipe last night, I was actually exhausted because my body was repairing whatever damage had been done. I was not affected by the taint long enough to become ill from it.’
Swallow laid a hand on my shoulder. ‘Elspeth, you must know that you are the only one who truly matters on this venture. The rest of us serve your quest and I, for one, am more than relieved to find you can heal yourself.’
I was astonished and humbled to see that the others were nodding.
‘Once voices speak in your dreams, it is hard to be sceptical about other wonders,’ Dameon said drily, for of course he felt my incredulity at their reactions.
I licked my lips, now completely wide awake. ‘Then perhaps it is time for me to tell you something that will be as hard for you to hear as it was for me. Atthis, who spoke in your dreams, and who has long guided me, is dead. She died soon after sending Maruman and Darga to bring me into the mountains to seek the help of the Brildane.’
‘Dead!’ Swallow said. ‘But how will you know where to go after we have Cassandra’s key?’
‘I hope her successor will tell me,’ I said. ‘Atthis carried the memories of all previous Elders in her mind, and after she died, by some means I cannot understand, all of those memories, Atthis’s included, were lodged in the same high realm where Straaka’s spirit hovers. It was these merged minds that bade him seek me out, even as they wait for the new Elder to encompass them.’
‘But if these merged minds communicated with Straaka, it cannot merely be that they are memories,’ Analivia protested.
‘Before Straaka’s spirit spoke to me, I believed that when the body died, the spirit was drawn into the mindstream from which all spirits come and into which all spirits go at the end. But it seems that a spirit can live on in some guise when its flesh dies, and I now believe that it is not the memories of the previous Elders Atthis carried inside her mind, but their spirits or part of them.’
‘Can it be possible?’ Analivia muttered to herself.
I looked at Ahmedri. ‘Until Straaka spoke to me, I believed that Bruna had misunderstood the overguardian’s words.’ I hesitated. ‘There is one other thing I would tell you, but I lack the strength for another long tale right now.’
‘Then sleep,’ Analivia said decisively. ‘The rest of us can set up camp and make a meal. When we wake you to eat, you can tell us whatever needs telling then.’
Analivia helped me to lie down and covered me with a blanket. I closed my eyes and relaxed as completely as I could, and then I unwove the coercive net and let the pain in it wash through me. I did not try to resist it, knowing from experience that this would lengthen my suffering. I lifted my mind above my body in the way that I had learned to do, which allowed my body to feel the pain, but my mind to perceive that experience as if from afar. When the pain ebbed away, I felt exhausted but light. I was wide awake now despite a fatigue so deep that I felt light-headed. I opened my eyes and gazed up at the scatter of stars above. There was no trace of the heavy cloud cover that had filled the sky as we headed for the graag. The storm must have broken when we were under the earth.
That brought me to my dream of Rushton in a storm at sea and a different pain washed through me.
‘I wish that our paths need never diverge in even the smallest way,’ he had said after loving me, but then he had kissed me gently and gone on along the path away from me. He had been able to walk away because he had believed we would see one another again. So we had, but then I had crept away from him in the night like a thief, and though hidden within him was the knowledge that I had not had any choice, I had done it, knowing I would never see him again.
Tears forced their way through my closed lids and trickled down my cheeks, and for a moment the grief I felt at having left him was unendurable. For until now, the thought that he had been somewhere in the world, living and breathing and walking in the sunlight, linked to me by a golden spirit cord, had given me a bridge across the abyss of pain and loss that our parting had opened, so that I might do what I must do despite knowing what it had cost. But if Rushton truly had died in a storm, I did not know how to bear it.
I clenched my teeth and told myself fiercely that what I had seen had been only a nightmare borne of being buried alive. It was I who had been dying, not Rushton. Had I not many times had ordinary dreams full of the garbled matter of the day where something irksome or troubling had cavorted masked in some queer guise?
I willed myself to sleep, drawing on the dark spirit-force at the depths of my will to sink swift and inviolable through the layers of my mind, but as I came to hover above the mindstream, a bubble of silver dream matter rose so quickly to envelope me, it was almost as if I had summoned it.
I dreamed of a woman in Land clothes trudging along a black road. White sand lay on either side of the road and across it in some places, and grey Beforetime poles made from some smooth stonelike material rose up at regular intervals beside it.
At first I thought it was Hannah Seraphim, but although she bore a passing resemblance to the woman I had seen in my past-dream with Cassandra at the Reichler Clinic Reception Centre in Newrome, it was not her. The mouth was quite a different shape and the eyes were the wrong colour, yet this woman was old, too, with grey hair cut short, and she was leaning heavily on the sort of carved stick some highland herders used. She carried a hempen bag of sticks slung over her shoulder and I wondered why she did not push them into the thin pack she wore. Belted at her waist was what looked like some sort of small Beforetime machine. It was familiar to my eyes and I puzzled at this until it occurred to me that I had seen a similar device drawn in Jacob Obernewtyn’s journal. I was sure he had scribed that it was a machine for locating ground water. Or had it been the device for checking the level of taint in earth and water, which Jacob called contamination?
I willed myself closer, but instead the dream dissolved and I spilled into another dream that was almost exactly the same as the first except there was less sand on the road. Coming towards me was a tall, thin, older man. He was very erect and had a handsome, rather sad face and blue eyes under a shock of thick white hair. He was pulling a strange cart that seemed to glide along behind him. A small dog ran at his heels.
Could it be Jacob? I thought.
As they passed me the man looked through me, but to my astonishment, the dog’s eyes turned to me and flared white. The shock of it cracked the strange dream apart and I woke.
I opened my eyes. The sky was a very pale clear blue over a white plain that I could now see rose up some distance away into ghostly white dunes moulded with blue shadows. The sun had yet to rise but it was light enough that all but a single star was invisible. The few long thin skeins of violet cloud stretched across a seam of brightness that had opened up along the horizon and I reckoned the sun was minutes from rising.
My chest still hurt, but the pain was far less intense as I levered myself up carefully with my good arm and looked around. My human companions were curled asleep all around me in blankets, save for Ahmedri. The tribesman sat cross-legged and motionless alongside Dragon’s bier looking at the lake, but I could not see his expression because he had his back to me.
‘Ahmedri?’ I called softly.
He rose immediately and came over to me. ‘How do you feel? We tried to wake you to give you some food last night, but you refused to be woken.’
‘My arm aches and my chest still hurts but they are much better than they were,’ I croaked.
‘Wait,’ he said and brought me a mug of water.
‘Tell me why you don’t like Miryum?’ I asked when I had drunk it.
The tribesman’s dark face rippled in what might have been a grimace. ‘It is strange that you should ask that, for I have been sitting here wondering if she came this way with my brother’s bones. Almost I can imagine it.’ He was silent for a long moment then he looked at me, his expression sombre. ‘I had no desire to leave the desert lands or my own people to come to the Land. I blamed my brother for leaving. I blamed the woman that pulled him away from his land and tribe to his doom. We fought before he left to get the woman.’
‘You fought before Straaka came to Obernewtyn?’ I asked. Then the meaning of his words came to me. ‘You fought one another?’
He nodded grimly. After a moment he said, ‘I did not want him to go. I told him that his choice of a Land-woman was wrong. He would have stood for that, save that I said the woman was unworthy of him. It was an insult against his woman that must be met and I knew it as well as he. I am a stronger and better fighter, but Straaka won. It meant I must retract my words. I told him that I would not and bade him kill me, knowing he would not. Then I cursed him and the woman and rashly bade him go then and die with her.’ Ahmedri shook his head so that the beads in his hair clinked and clicked and gazed down at his clenched hands. ‘When I heard that he died saving her, I hated the woman and my brother, but myself most of all for the things I had said, knowing they could now never be unsaid; knowing I felt them still. I felt as if hate was choking me. When the overguardian appointed me to bring Straaka’s bones back to Sador, I asked why I should be the one to do so, for that task is a high honour and I had shamed myself. I did not deserve it and I knew it, nor did I have any desire to do it. The overguardian agreed that I was unworthy but she said that still I must go and that either I would become worthy of the honour or I would die.’
I said nothing. I did not know what to say. He gave me a penetrating look from under frowning brows. ‘I did not want anything to do with Landfolk. I thought all who were not Sadorians lacked courage and honour.
I came to the Land with Bruna because I had no choice. When you began by evading me, it was no more than I had expected. I thought all Landfolk deceitful. But this journey has opened my eyes to many truths. Seeing the man Moss made monstrous by hatred, I saw myself. Would that I could say this to my brother, but I will never see him again.’
‘You loved him,’ I said softly.
He gave me a look of gratitude so intense it hurt me. ‘Our mother and father died and there were only us two. I was younger and he cared for me. I worshipped him and I was jealous of his love for the coercer. I feared she would take him from me and she did,’ Ahmedri said, and irony was a glitter in his eyes. ‘I even hated you when you said you had spoken to his spirit. Why not me? I wondered. I must find the woman, Miryum, and wake her. Not only so that I can find my brother’s bones as I was bidden, but because Straaka loved her.’
Tears pricked my eyes but I blinked them away and said, ‘I am so sorry I did not think to tell him you were with me, Ahmedri, else I am sure he would have given me some message for you. If you wish it, and I dream of him again, I will tell him what you have told me.’
‘I would be … in your debt, Elspeth,’ the tribesman said huskily. It was the first time he had said my name.
‘You are awake!’ Analivia cried, throwing aside her blanket to come over to me. ‘Are you healed?’
‘Not completely, but I am a good deal better than I was. Ahmedri has been telling me that you tried to wake me.’
She nodded. ‘We were worried until Faraf signalled Dameon to say you were only sleeping deeply. In truth we were all exhausted, so we decided to eat and do the same. The wolves left. The pack leader told Darga they will hunt and then sleep in the daytime because of the sun hurting their eyes. They will come back at dusk.’ She glanced at Ahmedri and then at Swallow and Dameon, who were also rising. ‘The wolf told Darga that if we wished, we could set off and they would follow us, but we thought it would be better to wait here for them where there is fresh water and fodder for the horses, and so that you will have more time to rest and recover.’
I was anxious to continue, yet it was true that I would heal faster if we stayed where we were even for a day, and I had no desire to set off into the desert without our guides. I told her that it had been the right decision and we broke our fast with the cold food that had been prepared. Analivia apologised for the poor fare, explaining that they had not dared to light a cookfire in case we needed the torches to drive off the rhenlings. I was puzzled until he explained that the torches were the only remaining fuel aside from a few firenuts.
‘We cannot be sure that Gavyn would be interested enough in the rhenlings to stop them again,’ Analivia said.
Ahmedri stood up suddenly, announcing that he would use the last of the firenuts to make a very small fire over which he might prepare a tisane that would restore my energy. As he went to get his tinder box from the pile of packs, I noticed that neither Rasial nor the boy were anywhere to be seen.
‘Do not fear, ElspethInnle,’ Gahltha sent gently, coming to nuzzle at my shoulder. ‘The dog hunts and the boy goes with him, but they will return before dusk. Now that you have decided to stay the day, I will go with the other horses to graze.’
‘There is fodder?’ I asked, looking around in disbelief.
‘To the south, there is a place where something grows. Rasial sent back to tell me of it and the others went and found that it is edible, though sadly not very tasty,’ he said. ‘But what is that thing you funaga say? Beggars cannot be choosers?’
I laughed aloud, startled that he had acquired one of Garth’s favourite Beforetime homilies. Then I kissed his nose and bade him begone. When Analivia returned with some water and food, I asked her about Rasial’s leg.
‘She can walk well enough but Dameon says she feels more pain than she is letting us see. Yet she will not let me tend her.’
‘I do not think you need concern yourself with her. The white dog is no fool and if she truly needed help, she would ask for it,’ said Ahmedri, handing me a mug of tisane. I thanked him as I took it and sipped it gingerly. To my relief it was unexpectedly pleasant and I was glad to accept a second mug after I had drained the first.
Then Swallow said, with the air of someone who had been restraining himself, ‘Now, what was the other thing that you would have told us last night, if you had not been snoring your head off?’
The others looked at me expectantly so I asked Swallow to bring me the long, heavy, cloth-wrapped package that Sendari had been carrying since Dragon had joined us. When it lay between us, I bade him unwrap it carefully. The others leaned forward, intrigued.
‘A stone sword?’ Swallow said blankly, when it was revealed. Then he stared at it more closely and looked astonished. ‘But this is the work of the D’rekta!’
‘Of Cassandra, yes,’ I said. ‘But the words, like those she carved on the panels that became part of the doors to Obernewtyn, are in Gadfian script, unlike the words carved on the statues she left. Do you know anything of the making of the door panels?’
Swallow shook his head in bafflement, his eyes on the sword. ‘I know nothing of them, but she must have known gadi from the Beforetime.’
‘Or she learned it after she went to Sador and sent the door panels from there,’ I said, thinking aloud. ‘She might have had a ship bring them to Halfmoon Bay, where they could then have been transported by land to Stonehill, with instructions for her son to take them to the mountains and offer them to Marisa Seraphim. Ships did travel to the desert lands back then, even if no one dared admit their existence because of the Herder dogma that insisted there was no other place in the world that had been spared the wrath of Lud but the Land.’
‘But the D’rekta did not go to Sador,’ Swallow said, looking puzzled. ‘She was taken by Gadfian slavers.’
I nodded and drew a deep breath before continuing. ‘She was. And they took her to the same settlement as the women stolen from Sador by her Gadfian captors. When the Sadorian greatships rescued their women years later they brought Cassandra with them back to Sador. Indeed, she was revered by the other survivors, for by all accounts she had helped them and cared for them and defended them against their captors. When she arrived in Sador, she set up the Earthtemple, partly to house the deformed children born of the stolen women, raped by their taint-afflicted captors, and partly to house the things she meant to leave for me, having learned that the Sadorians kept no permanent residences.’
Dameon said, ‘You speak of the first Kasanda!’
‘I do,’ I said. The empath had dwelt for a year among the Sadorian tribesfolk, and it was he who had first related the story of Kasanda to me.
Swallow looked utterly dumbstruck as Ahmedri demanded, ‘Do you say that this Cassandra, who was a Beforetimer and who became D’rekta of the Twentyfamilies, was the same Kasanda that my people revere?’
‘Kasanda … Cassandra!’ Analivia cried.
‘That is what I am saying, yes,’ I said evenly. I told them about the carved frieze I had been shown by the then overguardian of the Earthtemple the first time I had visited Sador to take part in the Battlegames, explaining that I had at once recognised them as being the work of the same person who had carved the Obernewtyn door panels.
‘I had always assumed the door panels were less polished work than the stone frieze in the Earthtemple because Cassy had done them much earlier when she was in the Land, but it comes to me now that they might have been carved in her early days in Sador while she was still weak and ill from her time among the Gadfians. Certainly she and all of the women would have been suffering some degree of exposure to the Beforetime poisons of the Blacklands that surrounded the Gadfian settlements, though they would not have been so badly afflicted as the Gadfians born of generations that had dwelt there, gradually becoming less and less fertile,’ I said.
‘I cannot believe the D’rekta died in Sador,’ Swallow said, shaking his head as if to clear it. ‘None of our seers saw it.’
‘Or if they did, they did not say so,’ Dameon said gently. ‘May I?’
I nodded to Analivia who guided the empath’s hands to the sword, and as he slid them over it, feeling out the shape and marks with his long, sensitive fingers, I told them of the futuretelling which had said I would return to the Earthtemple to get the final sign left for the Seeker.
‘I thought it meant I must get all of the other signs mentioned on the door panels before I could return for whatever had been left there, but later discovered it meant only that that was the final sign Cassy left anywhere. The last sign.’
‘The sword,’ Swallow said.
I shook my head. ‘The sword was left for me by Cassandra, but it was not one of the signs connected to my quest.’
‘But you said she had left a final sign there,’ Analivia protested.
‘And so she did,’ I murmured. I told them of the amethyst chamber within the Earthtemple which had somehow operated as a source of temporary power that had brought to life a small computermachine that contained a message from Cassy, and the memory seed I had been bidden bring away with me. I got the memory seed from its waxed and buttoned pocket to show to them.
‘I have seen such things in the collections of the teknoguilders,’ Analivia said. ‘What does it do?’
‘Apparently it will enable me to enter the Sentinel complex safely,’ I said. ‘It was after I came from getting that in the amethyst chamber that a Temple guardian gave me the sword. She said I was to keep it with me until I could restore it to its rightful owner.’
‘Who?’ Analivia asked eagerly.
‘That I was not told,’ I said drily.
‘But it was the Kasanda who commanded it?’ Ahmedri asked.
I nodded.
‘I just can’t seem to take it in that the D’rekta dwelt and died in Sador without ever sending word to her son,’ Swallow said.
‘She did not die in Sador,’ Ahmedri said.
Now it was my turn to stare. ‘What do you mean?’
‘What I said.’ He shrugged. ‘The Kasanda did not die in Sador.’
‘That’s right,’ Dameon murmured. ‘I remember being told when I was there. She vanished and no one ever knew what happened to her. Some say she gave herself to the sea.’
‘But what can a stone sword have to do with stopping Sentinel?’ Analivia asked, as focused as any teknoguilder.
‘As I said, I don’t think it has anything to do with my quest,’ I told her. ‘But I brought it with me. In truth I had half hoped that when I showed it to you, one of you would know something about it that would tell me whose it is.’
‘Ahmedri, cannot you read the scribing?’ Swallow asked.
‘My people do not read or scribe gadi,’ the tribesman answered somewhat brusquely.
I frowned. ‘I forgot, in which case Cassy could not have learned it in Sador. She must have learned it in the Beforetime.’
‘But she could still have sent those door panels from Sador,’ Analivia said. ‘What I don’t understand is why she would have let herself be taken by slavers. Surely if she needed to get to Sador, she had only to board a ship and bribe the shipmaster.’
‘I wondered that myself,’ I admitted. ‘But if she had gone to Sador in a ship by her own will, she would simply have been a stranger among the people there. Why would they help her set up her Earthtemple and keep it in her honour? It was the fact that she had shared the exile of the stolen women and helped them and was rescued with them that made her one of them. She must have seen that, but in any case, she needed to get something from the Gadfians. The small computermachine and the memory seed, maybe, for if she had them with her when she was captured, the slavers would have taken them.’
‘It is not a proper sword,’ Dameon said.
The rest of us looked at the empath blankly. He was still running his fingers over the markings on the sword, frowning in concentration. It was only now, seeing him bathed in morning sunlight, that I became aware that the sun had risen. I had been too utterly engrossed in our talk to notice anything else.
‘Of course it is not a proper sword,’ said Swallow impatiently. ‘No one could fight with a stone sword.’
‘I meant the shape is wrong for a sword,’ Dameon said. ‘You see? A real sword would be the same on both sides, but this side is shaped like a sword with grooves while the other is rounded.’
He was right, we realised, though this did not do anything to answer the mystery of its owner or purpose. I listened to the others speculate for a time, and then I got up, murmuring that I needed to relieve myself. I moved away onto the grey earth behind the mound of stone at the end of the lake, since it offered the only privacy, noting how the white sand blazed so brightly in the early morning sun as to dazzle the eyes. Glancing behind me, I saw that the ground merely looked dull, for of course it would not glow in daylight, no matter how badly it was tainted. Squinting, I thought I could just make out the hazy black outline of the mountains. I turned back towards the water, knelt to wash my hands and splash my face. Someone had taken my boots off the night before, and the sand felt cool and soft under my bare feet.
‘Greetings ElspethInnle,’ Darga sent mildly, and only then did I notice him lying in the shadow of the mound of stone from which the spring welled. He was stretched out on the sand beside the water.
I dipped in a hand and found it cold but far from icy. All at once I felt filthy and sticky and no doubt I stank besides. The thought of swimming was suddenly irresistible. I knew the lake was lightly tainted, but if it was clean enough to drink from it was surely clean enough to bathe in. Making up my mind, I stripped off my outer clothes and went to the narrow end so that I would not dirty water the horses would drink from. I eased myself in, being careful of my broken arm. The water was cold enough to make me gasp, but it was utterly delicious once my skin became accustomed to the chill. Fully immersed, I rubbed the dirt from my hair and face and neck and body. Then Analivia appeared and offered me a small ball of lavender-scented soap.
‘Won’t the soap foul the water?’
‘Not if we stay down this end, for the water flows straight into the stream and away,’ Analivia said, and then she was stripping off her own clothes to enter. She slipped into the water with a sigh of bliss that was almost a moan. ‘I have been longing to do this since I set eyes on it,’ she admitted.
In the end we all bathed, and it was a strange and lovely few hours we spent in the tear-shaped lake, where the desert lapped against the barren Blacklands.
‘How do you suppose it happened?’ Swallow asked, gliding up beside me as I gazed along the vanishing line between white and black to the north. His hair hung loose and wetly sleek about his broad brown shoulders and it was much longer than it looked when he wore it clubbed back in gypsy fashion.
I shrugged. ‘An explosion of some vast kind, or maybe some sort of chemical that flowed over the land and poisoned it. It is said the Beforetimers had the power to destroy whole cities with a single weapon.’
‘For all we know, this once could have been a city,’ Swallow said.
I shook my head. ‘Remember Jacob scribed in his journal that there were only a couple of settlements this side of the mountains on his Beforetime maps, and no cities?’
I noticed Analivia gazing at Swallow, but when she caught my eye she blushed and said briskly, ‘I was thinking we should bathe Dragon again. I know the water won’t wake her but at least she can be clean.’
Swallow went out and carried the unconscious girl gently to the outermost stone bowl that did not spill its contents into the lake but back down the mound where it soaked into the grey earth. It was shallow so there was no need for anyone to hold her as Analivia, dressed now, began to lave her with water. I turned on my back to float. Thus suspended with the clear blue sky arching above me it struck me that if I did not think of the past or the future, I would be content. This is how beasts can live, I thought. But I was no beast. I turned my head one way to look at the Blacklands stretching away to the south and all that I had left behind me, then I turned east to what lay before us, narrowing my eyes against the dazzling brightness of the white plain.
Immediately my contentment faded into unease, for Rheagor had said the city we sought was many days away, and that we would have to follow a path of stone trees. There were no trees at all to be seen, let alone stone ones, nor would there be food or fodder. We could endure for some time without food, but not without water. Unfortunately we had only the few gourd bottles and they would not last more than a few days.
I told myself firmly that Rheagor’s ancestor had made the crossing, so there must be water. If all else failed, I might have cause to be grateful that one of my companions was a tribesman who understood the ways of the desert. Inevitably, thinking of the desert, I thought of Rushton, for it was in Sador, after the abortive Battlegames, that we had first spoken of love. I tried to envisage him on a ship at sea, striding around the deck with a fair wind ruffling his dark hair, green eyes caught by a ship fish leaping from a phosphorescent wave, or the flash of sunlight on the curved back of a blue-green swell, but the dream of the storm and of the ship being swamped by a great black wave overshadowed it.
I clenched my teeth and told myself it had been only a nightmare, for if I let myself believe that he was dead, I would be crippled. He lives, I thought fiercely. He must live else all that remains of life is duty without hope.
‘Elspeth?’ Dameon asked.
I turned to him and said as calmly as I could manage, ‘I was thinking of Obernewtyn.’
The empath’s expression grew sombre, reminding me that I was not alone in leaving all that I loved. I said softly, ‘Atthis always said I would have to leave Obernewtyn, and later Dell futuretold the same thing, only she also said I would never return.’ I frowned. ‘Mind you, she also said I would leave all I loved, and yet I didn’t, for I love Dragon and I love you.’
‘But you did leave us,’ Dameon reminded me gently. ‘It is only that the foretellings said nothing of what those you love would do, after you left them.’ Despite everything I smiled at that, but the empath went on, ‘I have been thinking about Oldhaven. It was a strange place. It made me feel how it might have been to live in the Beforetime; the ease of being surrounded on all sides by machines that would do as you wished. I think it would affect you.’
‘Pavo always claimed that was where teknoguilders’ Talent originated,’ I murmured, ‘from the Beforetimers living so intimately with the machines they made, relying on them and communicating with them.’
‘It was the scale of Oldhaven that staggered me,’ Dameon said. ‘To build such a vast, deep, intricate place as a shelter, with a forest and machines capable of nurturing it so deep under the earth.’
‘What I can never understand is that the Beforetimers built those places because they saw that the things they were doing might lead to the Great White, but for all their abilities and brilliance, they did nothing to stop it.’
‘Perhaps they tried,’ Dameon said. ‘Perhaps the people who built the shelters did so because they could not stop those who were building weaponmachines.’
‘Pavo always said it was the fatal flaw of the Beforetimers that they were like the Janus head.’
‘I remember. Two faces on the same head, looking in different directions,’ Dameon said. ‘Still, there might have been those who opposed the weaponmakers and users. They cannot all have been the same. After all, Cassandra and Hannah Seraphim were also Beforetimers.’
I felt a surge of love for the blind empath and said impulsively, ‘That you are with me is one of the few things I can be glad about, Dameon, though that is a truly selfish thought.’
‘I am glad to be with you, too,’ Dameon said gravely.
Touched, I reached out to take his hands. To my surprise the empath stiffened and drew back. I pretended not to notice, for it shamed me that, even in a moment of calmness, Dameon would feel the need to protect himself from the clumsy overflow of my emotions. As if he felt my embarrassment, the empath began to ask me questions about dreamtravelling. I felt no need to restrain myself in answering him, given that none of my companions possessed the deep-probe ability that would enable them to acquire a spirit-shape and dreamtravel.
Then Analivia was calling Swallow and Ahmedri to help her lift Dragon from the water. My arm would not allow me to help them with her, but I waded up to that end of the pool to watch as Swallow leaned over the stone bowl and effortlessly scooped up Dragon’s limp, dripping form. But when he straightened his foot slipped on the wet earth and he slipped sideways, jolting his arm on another of the stone bowls. To my horror, Dragon slipped from his grasp and slithered towards the water, insensible as a rag doll. Analivia screamed but I surged forward just in time to catch Dragon’s head and shoulders in my good arm and prevent her being submerged. The force of her landing against my chest made me gasp with pain but I held onto her. Then I looked down and my heart stopped beating, for Dragon gave a soft moan and opened her eyes.
For one long second I stared down into her face, frozen with apprehension.
‘Elspeth?’ she rasped at last, then her eyes widened, filling with fear. My heart sank, but she said, ‘Elspeth! The man … He caught me and he hit me. He tied me up!’ She was near a grown woman and yet she spoke in the terrified voice of a child.
‘He is dead so you never need fear him again,’ Analivia told her, slipping into the pool and pushing forward to take her from me. Though it had pained me to hold her slight weight, it was harder by far to let her go. But even as Ahmedri came into the water to help Analivia lift her out, Dragon’s lovely blue eyes sought me out, full of pleading.
‘I am coming, dear one,’ I said, tears of relief and joy spilling down my face as I waded to the edge and climbed out with Swallow’s help. I saw the brightness of blood on his teeth. ‘You are hurt.’
‘I merely bit my tongue,’ he told me drily. ‘I would curse my clumsiness except it seems to have been of some use.’
I went over to the bier where Dragon had been laid alongside the still-sleeping Maruman. Analivia was drying her tenderly, for despite waking, Dragon was weak from her mistreatment at Moss’s hands. But at least she was not as depleted as she would have been if Analivia and I had not been force-feeding her.
‘Your eyes are like his,’ Dragon said suddenly to Analivia, who had drawn the blanket over her. She began to shiver so violently that her teeth clattered together.
‘Shock,’ Analivia told me, saying she would get another blanket, but her own face was very pale.
I went to the side of the bier and knelt down, ignoring the renewed stabbing pain in my chest. ‘Dragon, I am so very glad to see you awake. So glad that you remember me.’
Dragon gave me a bewildered look. ‘It is as if I have been broken into pieces and all the bits are coming together, only I can’t understand them. Why am I so weak?’ She stopped abruptly, seeming to see Ahmedri for the first time.
I said, ‘This is Ahmedri. He is a tribesman from Sador. That was Analivia drying your hair and Swallow and Dameon you know.’
She did not seem to hear my last words. Her eyes were still fixed on Ahmedri. ‘I thought you were him, but you are not,’ she said. Then she winced and looked fearfully at Analivia who was tucking a second blanket around her.
‘I … I am sorry. There are many scratches and cuts on you.’ Analivia’s expression was shattered but she dressed Dragon efficiently and then propped her up in the bier, promising the girl that she would be able to walk and move normally before long.
Dragon turned her gaze to Swallow, who had come to rest a brown hand comfortingly on Analivia’s bare shoulder. ‘I lied to you,’ Dragon told Swallow, unexpectedly.
He blinked at her in surprise. ‘You have not lied to me.’
‘I told you I wanted to go into the Healing Centre alone. I didn’t want you to come with me because I meant to run away as soon as you left.’ She frowned and turned her blue gaze to me, wonderingly. ‘I feared you.’ She sounded puzzled and uneasy. ‘Why would I be afraid of you, Elspeth? You are my friend.’
‘I know,’ I said, and forced myself to smile. She smiled, too, but there was confusion in her eyes. I was struck by how dark the blue shadows were under her eyes, like bruises. Ahmedri brought a mug of water and helped her to lift her head and drink it. She could not manage more than a quarter cup.
‘You look so like him,’ she told the tribesman, and when he frowned she added, ‘Straaka.’
‘He was my brother,’ the tribesman said.
‘He said I should go back, for I was needed. He said Maruman was calling to me. Then the wolfman came and he wanted to bring me down, but I was afraid. But Straaka kept telling me I had to go down,’ she whispered. She closed her eyes for a moment, and I took her hand in mine.
She opened her eyes to look at me, and I asked, ‘Dragon, can you tell us why the man who held you captive brought you to the mountains? Did he make you tell him where to find us?’
She frowned. ‘He said he had to take me into the mountains and I was to lead him to you and his sister. I told him that I did not know him or his sister but he did not hear. Sometimes he said that he would kill us both and other times he said he would let me go when I brought him to his sister. He had some food to begin with, but he was sick when he took me prisoner and he got worse in the mountains and then he did not care about food. He thought I might try to run away because he was sick so he bound my hands and feet and tied me.’ She was trembling and her eyes had gone glassy. ‘He smelled so bad but his eyes were worse than his smell. Sometimes he thought I was his sister. He said she had run away and that he had to find her and punish her. He hurt me …’ She stopped and swallowed, and then she said in the same childish voice as she had used when first she woke, ‘He was a bad man.’
‘He was,’ Analivia said fiercely, drawing Dragon’s blue gaze. ‘But now he is a dead bad man, so he can’t hurt anyone ever again.’ She was trembling too, I saw, and Swallow came to put his arm around her and draw her away, saying they would prepare some food.
Ahmedri and I exchanged a look, even as Dameon took Analivia’s place and laid his hand unerringly over Dragon’s. Seeing him, she smiled. ‘Guildmaster,’ she murmured, and when he shifted his hand to her face, she turned her head to press her cheek to his palm.
‘Rest, child, and we will watch over you,’ Dameon said, and because I was holding her other hand, I felt him emanating comfort and serenity to her. But when she closed her eyes again, I felt a jab of panic. Dameon shook his head at me and said softly, ‘She is sleeping naturally. Do not fear, Elspeth. Let her rest. You can ask her all of your questions when she wakes. It is more than fortunate that she woke here when we have a hiatus in our journey.’
‘Yes,’ I murmured, hardly able to take in that she had woken and remembered me.
It was clear enough that Atthis had manipulated Moss to bring Dragon to me. No doubt the dying bird had been unable to break through the fierce shield about Dragon’s mind. But Moss’s mind would have been easy to penetrate, especially if the rebel had got hold of a demonband before escaping the Councilfarm, for his sickness would have been advanced enough that he would have risen to the dreamtrails in an unconscious spirit-form.
Eventually, Atthis had to have given Dragon directions for Moss, else he would have deemed her useless, but when had she managed it, for surely she was dead before Moss brought Dragon to the mountains? The only answer seemed to be that she had communed with Dragon after her death. It chilled me to think that Atthis might have counted on her being mistreated and terrorised and starved by Moss to make her accessible. Yet in the end, despite the efforts of Maruman and the merged spirit-form of Gavyn and Rasial, and all of the Agyllian Elder’s manipulations, Dragon had fallen unconscious and it had taken an accident to wake her. Or had Atthis foreseen that as well? It was a cold thought, and yet no matter what else she had been, Atthis had been an animal with all the ruthless pragmatism of Rheagor. Dragon had said nothing of Atthis or of guiding Moss yet, but it was the only thing that made sense. And how was I to disagree with Atthis’s methods when here was Dragon, awake and with her memory restored?
The crucial thing, of course, was whether she remembered the Red Land and her mother, but Dameon was right in saying that she needed rest before I could interrogate her. We would have plenty of time to talk in the days ahead. The trouble was, Dragon was much depleted by her mistreatment and our journey into the desert was not going to be a healing stroll in a garden.
Dragon was still sleeping when the sun began westering, but Analivia had refused to rouse her, saying that, paradoxical as it sounded, she needed sleep more than food. Natural sleep, she added, seeing my face.
We were able to light a fire after Gavyn had returned with Rasial carrying a hempen sack full of a smaller version of the firenuts he had found in the valley of the Skylake. Unfortunately he had not found any food, but Ahmedri cooked a thin but nourishing gruel for Dragon.
I questioned Rasial about Dragon, but the ridgeback only reiterated that she and Gavyn had flown with Dragon on the dreamtrails. When I asked about Maruman, who slept still, Darga sent that Marumanyelloweyes flew seliga.
That chilled me, yet there was nothing to be done about it unless I would seek him out in spirit-form. Even if I were willing, I had no idea where or what seliga was.
I asked Darga what exactly Rheagor had told him, but he only repeated what Analivia had said, that the wolves would return when the sun had set.
But the wolves did not return at dusk, and when dawn came, still they had not come.
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Gazing out over the shimmering white desert, I sensed that something had gone wrong. It was not a premonition, but a bone-deep certainty, and though none of the others had said it, I did not doubt that, like me, they feared the wolves had been attacked by the rhenling horde, though I had a disquieting memory of the huge dark thing I had seen moving in the canyon where we had slept in the spring caves.
The other possibility was that the wolves had ventured into the desert and had fallen foul of the efari, who might well roam beyond the limits of their city, given what Miryum had said about her captors carrying her there.
‘What now?’ Swallow asked, coming to stand by me.
‘We will wait until dusk,’ I decided. ‘The horses can spend the day grazing and we have water and food for the nonce. You and Ahmedri and Gavyn might go foraging and see if you can find us anything to add to our supplies.’
‘And if the wolves do not come at dusk?’
‘Then we will head east, and seek out this path of stone trees that is supposed to lead to the city of the efari.’
‘You know that Jacob only thought that Pellmar Quadrans had become the city he dreamed of,’ Swallow said. ‘What if it is not the same place as the city of the efari?’
‘If it is not, then we will learn it by going there,’ I said. ‘Indeed, we will know for sure when we come to the path of stone trees, and it leads us north-east.’
‘The trouble is we could pass right by this path of stone trees if it begins one dune away from us,’ Swallow said.
‘I would prefer to wait for the wolves, but we cannot wait forever,’ I said. ‘And Rheagor bade us go east and he would catch us up.’
‘Let us hope this path runs right across our way, then, and that there is water to be found in the desert, for the horses will need a good deal more than we can carry and they will not last more than a threeday without it,’ Swallow said. ‘Nor will we.’
The sun rose and the morning unfolded hot and bright and still, for the slight wind that had been blowing the night before had fallen to little more than a faint stirring of the air. I had thought it quiet before, but now the silence was almost palpable. Every movement we made was audible, and when no one stirred, there was the soft distinct sound of the spring water dropping from stone bowl to stone bowl and the deeper note it sounded overflowing into the lake.
At one point I noticed Ahmedri bent over a scrap of parchment scribing, which puzzled me, given the Gadfian repudiation of scribing and reading. But when I asked what he was doing the tribesman explained that he was making notations from which he would later create a map, for it was clear to him that the maps of his people needed correcting. They showed the mountains we had come through as having an arm that ran north-east, when in fact his own eyes had shown him that the mountains curved right around to run almost directly east where they rose above or maybe even formed the soaring black escarpment that bounded the desert lands of Sador to the eastern coast. The maps also failed to show the width of the Blacklands Range or to clearly identify the great spine of high peaks that ran down the centre of it. Land maps were equally inaccurate, for they showed the other arm of the range curving to the north-west, but in fact the mountains marched almost exactly north, though obviously it would be a mistake to assume that they went on in that way.
‘A mapmaker should never assume,’ the tribesman said severely. ‘Our maps show the whole of the territory beyond the mountains as Blacklands and yet no one can have been there, so why include it? A map should end where knowledge ends. Besides correcting the maps, I will show where clean water can be found and where the observatory and the ancient roads are located, and the valley of the Skylake.’ As he spoke, Ahmedri pointed to the list of lines and cryptic markings he had made on the parchment, showing an enthusiasm and animation I had not so far seen in him.
I felt unexpectedly cheered as I left him to finish his notes, because what purpose could there be in such a map save that it be taken back to the Land? On the other hand, he of all of us had a task that was not connected directly to my quest and which actually required him to return to Sador with his brother’s bones.
At midday, Ahmedri set aside his parchment and he and Swallow went to explore to the north, to see if there might not be another body of water and food fit for humans as well as beasts. Gavyn and Rasial had gone off again to the north soon after sunrise to get more firenuts. The ridgeback still limped though less than she had.
Only Darga, Analivia and I were left in our makeshift camp when Dragon woke in the middle of the afternoon. Swallow and Ahmedri had dragged the travois into shade on the southern side of the rocks when they left, but the sun had moved and we were trying to shift her again when Dragon opened her eyes and squinted up at us in confusion.
She was groggy from sleep but we were able to get her out of the bier and onto a blanket in the shade on the eastern side of the rocks, where Analivia fed her gruel and helped her to bathe. Then Analivia went for a swim, leaving me to keep Dragon company. I stroked Maruman, whom I had lifted onto my lap, more for my comfort than his. It worried me that he was still limp and unresponsive when Dragon had woken for the second time.
‘Marumanyelloweyes travels seliga,’ Darga sent, from where he had flopped down alongside Analivia’s trews on the other side of Dragon.
‘So I understand, but why?’ I demanded.
‘Who can know why Marumanyelloweyes does anything? Maybe the oldOnes bade him do it. Maybe he is lost.’
I thought of Descantra, snarling at Rheagor that he would never wake if he went seliga, and a little chill ran through me.
‘Elspeth?’ Dragon said and I saw that her eyes were clear. ‘Where are we going?’
I reached out and took her hand. ‘Dragon, I hardly know where to begin. We left the mountains, where Moss brought you, days past, and we have travelled far beyond them, and across Blacklands guided by a pack of wolves whose ancestor once came this way. Right now we are waiting for them to return to lead us across the white desert in search of a Beforetime city where there is something that I need.’ I gestured rather aimlessly to the white land running away from us, and decided not to speak of the part she was to play in my quest for the moment, adding only that I regretted that she would have to go with us when she was still weakened by her ordeal.
But Dragon said, ‘I am supposed to go with you. She said so. The red bird.’
‘The red bird?’ I prompted.
‘The man started hurting me. I fainted and I turned into a dragon so I could fly away. I dreamed a bird flew to me and whispered that I should fly higher and I would not feel the pain. She said I had made myself a dragon by accident, but that she would show me how to do it on purpose.’ She frowned and before my very eyes seemed to shift from child to woman. ‘I flew up with her and the pain stopped. I didn’t want to go back down but she showed me where you were and she said I must go back and lead the man to you. She said it was my duty to go back, for my people needed me.’
‘Your people?’ I echoed.
‘She made me see the slavemasters coming in ships to the Red Land when I was just a little girl.’ Dragon hitched a breath and then she grew calm, though her face was full of sorrow. ‘She made me remember that I had seen my mother betrayed. We were taken from the Red Land over the sea to be sold in the land of the slavemasters, but my mother summoned a greatfish to destroy the ship and all who were aboard. She was going to jump overboard with me, but she was hurt. Her last deed was to ask the ship fish to bring me to land, then she bade me leave her.’ Tears were streaming down her cheeks and dripping from her chin.
‘Then you know what you are,’ I said, my heart hammering.
‘I am the daughter of the Red Queen,’ she whispered.
‘Do you remember how you came to Obernewtyn?’ I asked, sounding breathless to my own ears.
She nodded, her eyes meeting mine. Then her expression changed subtly as she said, ‘I remember Matthew.’ She was silent for a moment, and then she went on, ‘I remember trying to rescue two children in Sutrium. I recognised the soldierguard holding them. I saw him before, at the place the Gadfian ship stopped after the slavemasters took my mother and me from the Red Land. He offered … offered to buy me.’
I could not think of a single thing to say.
‘I did not remember who he was when I saw him hurting the children, but my head started hurting dreadfully when I saw his face. I threw a vision at him to stop him hurting them. I made it strong and terrible and big the way Matthew showed me how to do.’ She lifted the corners of her lips so fleetingly it was like the ghost of a smile. ‘When we were at Obernewtyn, Matthew showed me how to make my visions much stronger to frighten off the soldierguards. When they rode away he laughed and he kissed me on the mouth. He said I was … magnificent, but in Sutrium when I attacked the soldierguard, he was angry with me, and he was … cruel.’
Hearing her pain I swallowed hard and remembered Cinda chiding me for dismissing Dragon’s love for Matthew as a mere greenstick love. For her, I realised, it had always been more than that, but there was no gain in dwelling on it now.
‘Did Atthis also show you how I rendered you unconscious to get you away from the soldierguard and how you fell into a coma?’ I said. ‘Do you remember what happened as you slept?’
She nodded gravely. ‘Maruman showed me, but later. Atthis only said that I must lead the man to you. I said I feared he would hurt you, too, but she said you would not be alone and that your companions would not allow any harm to come to you, or to his sister who was with you, so I woke and I led the man through the mountains as she had bidden me. Then the man hurt me again because he did not like it that I told him only this way then that way. He wanted me to tell him all I knew at once, but Atthis had said he would kill me if I did that. He hurt me so badly that I fainted. I was so glad to escape. I turned myself into a dragon but this time I couldn’t find Atthis. That is when Maruman came, only he had made himself into a greatcat.’ She paused and chewed at her lip for a little before going on with her story.
‘He made me remember that I made a Red Land for myself out of memories, so that I could be with my mother again.’ She frowned. ‘You were there and you were trying to help me but it went wrong and when my mother died I blamed you.’ Her eyes sought mine and she heaved a sigh that seemed to come from the depths of her soul.
‘For a long time I blamed myself, but I do not think either of us was to blame,’ I said gently.
‘Maruman told me you had risked yourself to come into the dream and help me remember so that I could be free,’ Dragon said. ‘Then he said I must wake, for now it was you who needed me. He said I must learn to be brave, for I was a queen.’
‘He was right and you are brave,’ I said.
She looked at me. ‘I went with Kella to Sutrium because I was afraid of you. I … I ran away from the Healing Centre because I thought you might come for me. My head hurt terribly all the time so that I could hardly think. I went back to the ruins but it was all changed. I crept back to the Land again. I thought I would go to the highlands and try to find Kella. That is when the … the man caught me.’
‘Do not think of him any more,’ I said, for her face was very pale.
‘I try not to, but sometimes when I sleep, I see him looking at me with his terrible mad eyes and I hear him telling me what he will do to hurt me.’
I was silent a moment, remembering when I had been taken prisoner by the rebel Malik. There were times when I still had nightmares about his threat to drive a knife into my eye. At length I said, ‘You told me that Atthis and Maruman said I needed you. Did they tell you why?’
‘Atthis said that you sought to prevent another Great White from happening and that this was the purpose of your life,’ she said, beginning to look agitated, and all at once she looked more like a child than a young woman. ‘She told me you needed something that I had to remember about the Red Land but I don’t know what it can be! Do you know what it is?’
I bit back all the questions I wanted to ask and said soothingly, ‘We will have time to find out as we travel. For now, rest, and know that I am truly glad that you are with me.’
She gave me a tremulous smile. ‘I am glad to be with you, too, Elspeth.’
Soon after, she slept, leaving me to ponder the fact that I did not know what I needed from Dragon any more than she did. Doubtless Atthis would have told me, had she lived, which made me wonder if Maruman’s foray into seliga had something to do with discovering it.
Ahmedri and Swallow returned when the sun hung low in the sky with some scanty lichen they had scraped off rocks for the horses, but they had found nothing that humans, canines or felines would find edible.
Gavyn did not return until right on dusk with Rasial and the horses, but he had brought another hempen bag of firenuts and two large misshapen purple tubers. Ahmedri pounced on the tubers, saying they grew in Sador and were edible and very nourishing, and where there were two, there would be more. He added that since they would not keep without being pickled or salted we might as well eat them in a soup, which he promptly set about preparing.
Seeing how the discovery of the tubers had enlivened the tribesman, I guessed that the find had transformed the desert for him from hostile unknown terrain to merely unfamiliar territory.
The soup was delicious and very welcome, since none of us but Dragon had eaten since the night before, and the fire was a boon, for not only was the night cold, it grew very dark after the sun set. Yet when I went to relieve myself at one point, I saw how vividly it stood out against all that darkness and I quailed at the thought of the rhenlings seeing it. Later, when I went to the lake to get some water in a bowl, it seemed to me I heard something in the deeper shadows beyond a lake that was now full of glimmering darkness and stars. My heart beating uneasily, I formed a probe, but there was too much taint around for it to locate anything. I stood still for a long time, straining my ears and eyes, my skin prickling with the feeling that something was watching me.
When Dameon laid a hand on my arm, I started violently.
‘I am sorry, I felt your fear,’ he said. ‘What is it?’
‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘At least, I feel like there is something out there in the darkness, watching us. It is probably just my imagination.’
‘Not necessarily,’ the empath said. ‘This seems to be the sole source of clean water about and doubtless many small creatures usually come here to drink, but instead here we are with our noise and our fire.’
I heaved a sigh and shook my head at my foolishness. ‘You are probably right. It is some small thirsty thing longing for us to be on our way.’
We walked back to the fire together and I announced to the others that we would not leave until the moon rose, whether or not the wolves had come. We sat staring into the dying fire and listening to the soft pop and hiss of the firenuts.
‘They will come,’ Analivia said suddenly, and rising decisively she moved a few steps away and began to sand scrub the bowls. She sounded more like her old self and I had no doubt this was the result of her being able to help Dragon. I had noticed true healers were always strengthened by the exercise of their calling.
‘You sound very sure,’ Swallow said, moving to help her, the teasing note to his voice suggesting he, too, had noticed the easing of her manner.
But she gave him a serious look that wiped the smile from his mouth, saying, ‘The bird would not have sent Elspeth here to die with her quest undone.’
It was true, I thought, and as if it had been awaiting the thought, the moon rose, waning now but very bright. Under it the seemingly endless white plain glowed to life and seemed to shimmer. We all gazed at it in silence for a time, then I stood up, less swiftly than Analivia, but no less decisively. The others rose too, and began to make their final preparations. Dragon was asleep in the travois already, as we had deemed it better for her to travel that way to begin with, but the rest of us were to ride. The horses had insisted and I had concurred, seeing that the first part of the way was largely flat.
Finally we drank our fill one last time at the lake, which Ahmedri told me he had decided to call Tear of the Moon. He seemed to be seeking my approval and when I told him I liked the name, he smiled and gave a slight bow. I realised as we mounted up and set off east that I had never seen him smile before. It made him look more like his brother, and I wondered whether it would please him or not to be told so.
Ahmedri insisted that we split into four groups and travel parallel as we moved east to increase our line of vision once we reached the dunes, because that would heighten our chance of seeing water or vegetation, if it were there. He placed one dog at either end, since their superior sense of smell and vision would allow them to range further in either direction without losing touch with us, as well as see and scent far beyond their positions to the north and south. I had acceded to all of his recommendations at once, and bade him divide and dispose us as he would, for why travel with a desert dweller in the desert and ignore their knowledge and skills? Ahmedri accepted leadership smoothly, ordering Darga and Swallow to form the group that would walk farthest to the north of our line, while Analivia was to walk farthest to the south, with Gavyn and Rasial. In between, Dameon, Faraf, Gahltha and I were to form one group while he, Sendari, Dragon and Falada would form the other.
The two days of rest had strengthened my arm, and though it ached from time to time and my chest still hurt when I coughed or exerted myself, the bones had begun to knit. Certainly I felt well enough to walk when the others did.
Crossing the sandy plain was easy but once we reached the dunes, dismounted and separated into our appointed groups, our pace slowed dramatically. The hardest thing was walking over the shifting sands. Ahmedri moved easily, as did Falada, for both had spent their lives in the desert lands, and Dameon and Faraf had spent time enough there, though not together, to have learned how to negotiate the sands. The rest of us floundered.
I tried hard to emulate Dameon’s light, gliding walk, but my feet seemed to sink deep into the sand at every step. I was soon dripping with sweat and cursing under my breath, knowing that the sweating and the exertion would force me to drink more than we could spare. Our lack of progress made me anxious that the rhenling horde would discover us. Ahmedri had prepared the few double-headed torches that remained, just in case, but we all knew they were unlikely to save us if Rasial could not rouse his soul mate’s interest in the fliers if they appeared.
At least the brightness of the moon would keep the creatures at bay until dawn, but I wanted us to be as far away from the graag as possible when the sun set again, and darkness fell.
Once the Blacklands and the Tear of the Moon were lost to sight, all we could see in any direction were pallid dunes that shone bone white where the moonlight touched them, and cast blue-black shadows that seemed to have more substance than the dunes themselves. There was not a breath of wind all that long night we walked, keeping mostly to the undulant ridgelines so that we did not have to labour up and down the steep soft flanks of the dunes. I was forever slithering sideways and having to scramble ignominiously back up to the ridge, clutching at my chest and resisting the urge to accept Gahltha’s offer to carry me.
It irritated me that I seemed to be the clumsiest of our party, for by the time the moon had set, both Analivia and Swallow had mastered walking on sand and Gavyn seemed from the first to have little difficulty. No doubt growing up in the Westland where there were patches of desert, he had learned to walk over shifting sands.
My only consolation, and it was a sour one, was that the Land horses and dogs liked toiling through the sand no better than I did, though even they seemed a good deal less awkward.
By the time we came together at dawn, as we had agreed to do, I was exhausted. None of us had seen or scented anything but sand and one another. We decided to rest for an hour and then continue until the hottest part of the day when we would take refuge and eat and sleep for several hours under blanket tents Ahmedri promised to help us erect, before going on into the night.
Once we had eaten and drunk a little, I stretched out on the soft sand, yearning more than anything for a breath of wind. Ahmedri had volunteered to sit watch, saying he was not in the least weary, and Dameon had said he would sit up with the tribesman. I was glad to lie down with a cloth over my face to shade it, for I was weary from the healing process and my unwieldiness in the sand. For a time I drowsed on the edge of sleep, listening to Dameon and the tribesman talking quietly of Sador and of Kasanda, then I drifted into a light and dreamless slumber. My last thought was a brief, fervent prayer that the wolves would find us ere the next night. Then Dameon was shaking me gently saying it was time to go on.
I felt thick headed and groggy as I pulled the cloth from my face. There was no sign of the wolves so we split again into our groups and continued east. I was pleased to find that I seemed to have got the knack of walking on sand, and when a slight breeze began to blow towards us, my spirits lifted.
We had been walking about an hour when I made my first check, farseeking to find out if Darga had scented anything ahead other than sand. My heart leapt when he responded at once by saying that he had scented wolf. Then Rasial beastspoke me from the south to say that she could smell wolf.
‘Wolf and blood,’ she added in her hard, strong mindvoice.
It was more than an hour later and verging on sunset when Ahmedri spotted several forms lying at the base of a dune, half buried in the sand. All were wolves and all were dead, save for the old she-wolf, Descantra, who was unconscious and badly injured. We had come together as soon as I had relayed the news to the others.
‘It was not the rhenlings,’ Ahmedri said as he examined her wounds. ‘She was mauled by something much bigger. See the claw marks? It looks like she fought back from the blood around her muzzle. It is not hers.’
‘But why didn’t whatever attacked her eat her and the others?’ Swallow asked.
Ahmedri was examining the ground about the wolves, and now he looked over to me and said, ‘Something besides the wolves died here, but there is not enough of it left to tell what it was. There are no tracks other than those of the wolves, so I think whatever it was flew.’
‘If the other wolves killed and devoured whatever it was that attacked them, why would they then leave the old she-wolf alive?’ I asked. ‘If she was too badly hurt to walk, Rheagor would have killed her as he did the wolves that were hurt in the graag.’
Swallow said, ‘Maybe there was more than one of whatever attacked them, and the pack killed one but were driven off by the rest. They might have thought the old she-wolf was dead.’
Somehow I doubted the pack leader would leave that to chance, but I only said, ‘We will know more when she wakes and can tell us what has been happening. In the meantime let us shift Dragon and Maruman over and put her on the travois.’
‘No,’ Analivia said. ‘She is badly hurt and if we move her now, she will die. It is almost dark. Let us stop here and light a fire so that I can treat her.’
‘All right,’ I said. ‘We will make this our main stop for the night. It will give the other wolves a chance to find us if they are scattered.’
‘What if there are more of the beasts that killed the wolves?’ Swallow asked.
‘Then we will probably be safer to stop and light a fire,’ I said firmly. But when I looked out into the gathering darkness, I found myself remembering the guttural growl we had heard before entering the pipe and the enormous dark thing that I had glimpsed moving over the wall of the canyon, and the eerie feeling of being watched which I had experienced at the lake.
The tribesman showed Swallow and me how to tie ropes to the corners of a blanket and how to use the packs to anchor the other end before angling it so that it would serve as protection against the wind that had strengthened just enough to lift the sand. It had grown colder, too, and the fire he lit was as welcome for its warmth as for its light, given that it was now full dark. The tribesman boiled a little pot of water so that he and Analivia could tend the she-wolf and he suggested the rest of us drink sparingly, but eat nothing since eating would require us to drink more.
When he and Analivia had done all they could for the wolf, they said nothing, but I saw by their grim expressions that neither of them had much hope that Descantra would live.
‘She is too badly injured,’ the tribesman said in a low voice, when I asked him how she fared. ‘I doubt she will wake ere the end, poor beast.’
Darga offered to sit with the she-wolf so that he might speak with her if she woke but I asked Rasial if she and Gavyn would watch over her. Darius had wanted these two close by when he had been trying to heal the twins and it was my hope that, somehow, they would find a way to help the wolf’s spirit, which would render her flesh more willing to heal. I was determined that she would wake and tell us what had happened to her. I could not believe that we had found her only to see her die.
The possibility that we would be attacked in these dark hours, either by a horde of rhenlings or by whatever had slain the wolves, was in all of our minds, and no one argued when Swallow suggested we keep our swords and knives to hand.
Analivia’s eyes lit up when I brought out the bow and the quiver of arrows gifted me by the Futuretell guildmistress, thinking they might serve us better if whatever had attacked the wolves had wings. I asked her bluntly if she had any skill with the weapon and she answered with some pride that her mother had been a bowyer before she bonded with Radost, and had taught her to make and to use the bow. She had more skill at it than anything else, she added.
Remembering her deadly accuracy with a knife, I handed her the bow and told her it was hers. ‘My skill is indifferent at best,’ I said when she began to protest, but she answered that even a fool could see it was an exquisite and costly thing.
‘Perhaps our lives are more exquisite than a bow,’ Swallow said gently, and he closed her hands around it and patted them.
She looked a little stunned, but she tore her eyes from him and thanked me gruffly, saying she would find a gift of equal value for me. Despite everything, the absurdity of her vow, given where we were and where we were going, lightened my unease.
I stretched out and dozed without ever falling deeply asleep, for it seemed to me that I kept imagining I could hear something moving around in the darkness beyond the reach of the firelight. Finally, I gave up and rose to check on Dragon, who had slept most of the day, though she had woken to drink whenever we stopped. Maruman now lay curled against her chest, and seeing him thus, my heart ached, for despite the fact that he seemed to need no food or water when he went seliga, he was visibly thinner.
I reached out to stroke him and willed him to return from whatever strange realm he had entered, but he did not stir.
I shifted my gaze to Dragon, thinking that, despite the fading bruises and cuts and her thinness, she definitely looked older than she had in the mountains. It was as if putting the pieces of herself together had allowed her to grow to her proper age. Before, she had always seemed a child to me, though she had come to Obernewtyn at little less than the age I had been when I arrived in the mountains.
Perhaps that was why it had shocked me to hear Dragon say that Matthew had kissed her after she used her Talent to protect Obernewtyn. It had surely only been a burst of elation that had made him do it, and no doubt the farseeker had been horrified and shamed to find he had kissed a child who had afterwards become smitten with him. Perhaps that was what had made him so cruel to her.
I wondered if I would tell her of his remorse and his attempts to prepare her people for her in the Red Land. Yet what was the use of speaking about the Red Land when I could not imagine how we would ever come there? Indeed, it seemed more and more likely to me that the clue I was meant to find merely referred to something in Dragon’s memory rather than in the Red Land, and that Sentinel lay somewhere ahead of us, perhaps in the very city that was our immediate destination.
Yet the Destroyer had gone to the Red Land.
A movement caught my eye and I turned to see that Dameon was stirring something in a small, blackened pot. There was no sign of Ahmedri, whom I guessed had gone to relieve himself. Sensing my attention, Dameon turned his head towards me and smiled, explaining in a low voice that the tribesman had given him the somewhat tedious task of kneading a ball of herbs and spiceweed. The trouble was that it needed stirring hour after hour to produce the consistency that would allow us to chew it.
‘I thought he said we were better not to eat?’ I said.
‘It is something that he says will dull our thirst and stop our mouths drying out as well as allowing us to walk longer.’
‘Why don’t you let me stir while I keep watch,’ I offered.
‘I cannot let you do one of the few things a blind man can do,’ he said, with an unexpected tinge of bitterness.
‘I think there are many things you do well, not the least of which is walking in this wretched sand,’ I said. ‘And was it not you who led us in the graag?’
That made him smile and he said less grimly that he might as well stir until he was sleepy. We talked for a time about Dragon and Atthis and then I told him of the part Maruman and Gahltha had played in my quest. He confessed that he was not much surprised, for they had always seemed devoted to me. Ahmedri returned to say he had been speaking with Falada, and he had a mind to range ahead now that the moon was on the verge of rising.
‘The she-wolf is still too weak to move yet and I can travel faster on Falada if we are alone,’ he said. ‘I will look for the sort of growth that tells of ground water and for this path of stone trees. I might even find the other wolves.’
‘You will be alone if something attacks,’ I said.
In answer the tribesman gave me a wolfish grin and said, ‘Then it will find I have teeth. Two great iron fangs.’ He patted the sheaths at his hips where he kept his two short swords. Then he sobered and added that he had asked Darga to accompany him. ‘His nose will do better than mine in detecting anything but sand.’
‘Which way will you go?’ Dameon asked, sensing my acceptance almost before I was aware of it.
‘East for an hour then north for an hour before turning back, unless Darga scents something,’ he answered. ‘Even then, we will travel no more than another hour before turning back. That means the longest I will be away is four hours.’
The tribesman took two full gourd bottles of water, a handful of the lichen for Falada, a biscuit for Darga and a blanket, and then the threesome set off, the tribesman riding and Darga following. I went with them to the top of the dune beside our camp to bid them farewell and told the tribesman that I would come up again to farseek him after an hour, to see if he had found anything.
‘Wait for me no more than six hours, if you hear nothing,’ he said before he departed. ‘After that, you must go on.’
I stood watching him and the beasts’ departing backs until Rasial beastspoke me to come, for the she-wolf was waking. I scrambled down the dune to find Gavyn standing over Descantra. Without a word or glance at me, Gavyn turned and climbed the dune to vanish out of sight in the direction that the tribesman had taken.
‘Rasial, go after him,’ I sent, uneasy with the thought of the boy wandering off.
I dropped to my knees beside the old she-wolf. Her eyes were open and when they fixed on me, they blazed with loathing. ‘Dinrai,’ she snarled, her mindvoice scything painfully into my mind.
‘Descantra,’ I said. ‘Tell me what happened to you. Why did Rheagor leave you?’
She seemed not to hear me. ‘Tha did send tha najulkit to this one’s spirit, dinrai. This one will tear out tha throat, for by its touch this one do now be najulk.’
Rasial and Gavyn must have done something to bring the old she-wolf to wakefulness, I realised. ‘I did not send them to help you,’ I said, and some impulse made me put stone into my voice. ‘Why did Rheagor leave you? Was it because you betrayed him again?’
The old wolf bared her teeth feebly, but she was too weak to do more. ‘This one knows not why the pack leader did leave, dinrai. A beast did rise up from the sand in the midst of the pack and slay a wolf. The pack did catch it and tear it to pieces but two more wolves be injured. Rheagor did send them to run in the nightlands but this one he did leave to die.’ There was such anguish in her voice that I had fight to keep pity from my mindvoice.
‘Maybe he did not realise you were alive,’ I said.
‘The pack leader did know it,’ she sent bitterly. ‘He did say, “Live and learn, tha sisterblood.” Then the pack did leave.’
‘It is hard to believe this,’ I sent, genuinely baffled by her short brutal tale, for Rheagor had shown that he was capable of savagery, but he had not been brutal or meaninglessly cruel.
‘If tha would atone for the harm tha dinrai brother did to this one and Gobor One Ear and Sharna, then do take tha metal tooth and send this one to the nightlands,’ Descantra sent. Her voice was icy with contempt and bitterness but there was desperation, too.
‘There is something I need to know, Descantra,’ I sent, keeping my tone cool. ‘You spoke the name Sharna just now and your brother Gobor spoke it too, in the mountains. I too knew a Sharna.’ I summoned a mental picture of Sharna romping with me in one of the orchards on the farms at Obernewtyn, and then lying sprawled in the sun panting.
Descantra sneered. ‘That be a stinking dog.’
‘Yes,’ I said and now the coldness in my mindvoice was not feigned. ‘That stinking dog was the son of the she-dog that freed you and Gobor One Ear when the dinrai caged you, and which you and your precious brother left for dead. I do not know why she named her son after the brother of her betrayers, for my Sharna was loyal and steadfast unto death.’
I sensed the she-wolf’s shock. ‘She that freed us did die.’
‘She did not. The dinrai let her live, not knowing that she had freed you. When she recovered, she ran away from Obernewtyn and never returned, though her son did. I do not know why. Look again at Sharna and you will see in his face she whom you left for dead.’ Again I showed her Sharna.
There was a long, long silence, then Descantra said heavily, ‘This one does see more than tha does know. Maybe it be that the pack leader did see this moment seliga, for he did say live and learn.’
I did not understand what she meant, but before I could ask her to explain, she went on to say gravely, ‘Tha did say tha Sharna did be steadfast unto his death. How did that one die?’
‘That is the hardest thing of all to bear,’ I said, and my own grief made me cruel. ‘He died to protect me from the very dinrai that captured and tortured you and Gobor One Ear because he was my friend and because he saw the importance of my quest, even as your own pack leader did. Though maybe Rheagor is as faithless as you and your brother, for he said that he would return at dusk two days past, and he did not come.’
Instead of speaking, Descantra sent me a picture of a young male wolf with a pelt of smoke-grey streaks against a mist-grey background, darker grey about the eyes and paws. He was frolicking with some younger cubs and there followed a series of images showing Ariel luring the grey wolf closer and then netting the cubs before he clubbed and caged them. The young male he slew when it tried to attack, and suddenly I remembered what Descantra had said of Sharna back in the mountains.
‘He was the reason you were taken!’ I said, aghast. ‘Your Sharna was the one the dinrai lured first and the others followed him into the trap.’
‘That one did be older than us but he be cursed with curiosity beyond any other wolf before or since,’ Descantra sent softly, and all at once I regretted my harshness. ‘He did go seliga and see things about tha brethren that did fascinate him. It be hunger to know more that made that one go to the dinrai.’
‘You must have mentioned his name to the she-dog and later she gave it to her pup,’ I sent, trying to make sense of the differing threads of the tale.
Descantra was silent for a long time, then she sent, ‘The she-dog did have great courage and she did free us. These ones did not abandon that one. That she did live and name her son Sharna … that do be hard to hear.’
It was hard, and it explained so much. I quashed pity and sought for words that would rouse her will to live. ‘Perhaps you should reconsider your decision to die,’ I sent quietly. ‘For it seems that it is you, and not I, who must atone for the past.’
‘Elspeth!’
It was Swallow’s voice and only when I turned to see him wrestling with a flapping blanket end that had come untied did I become aware that the wind had grown strong enough to threaten to dislodge our makeshift tents. I had been so caught up in the old wolf’s tale that I had not even noticed how dark it had become. I leapt to my feet and ran to help him and together we managed to secure the end again. There was so much sand in the wind that it was hard to see or breathe.
‘We need to flatten the blankets further so that they will offer less resistance to the wind,’ Swallow shouted. It was only after we had retied all of the blanket ends and tucked them under the heavy packs to prevent the wind getting its fingers in that I remembered Ahmedri had gone off with Darga and Falada. Shouting to make myself heard over the wind, which seemed to be growing stronger by the second, I bade Swallow and Analivia get the horses in under the blankets, then I floundered up the dune to farsend to Ahmedri.
At the top, the full force of the wind almost threw me back down again, but I leaned hard into it, squinting, and then gaped to see that the whole sky to the south and west was black as night.
Glad it was not raining, I flung a probe out to locate Ahmedri.
The tribesman responded with ardent relief. ‘I feared you would not see the storm coming until it was too late. You must secure the blankets and get everyone under them. Use your bodies to hold them if you must, and stay under cover until the storm passes.’
‘Aren’t you coming back?’
‘We are not so far away but we would not make it back before the storm hits,’ he said. ‘Even now I am making my own preparations. We will return when it is over. Go now and prepare. It is almost upon you.’
‘What about you?’
‘I can take care of myself. Now go!’
I turned to obey and then realised with despair that Gavyn and Rasial were missing. I remembered that the boy had climbed up the dune right after Descantra woke, and I had sent Rasial after him. I sent out a probe attuned to the white dog, but it would not locate. Indeed they might very well have retreated to the base of a dune to get out of the wind, in which case it would be as impossible to reach them through sand as through solid earth. I farsought Ahmedri to tell him that the boy and the dog had come after him, but he said he had not seen them and that there was nothing either of us could do to help them now. He would keep an eye out for them, he promised, then he bade me go and take shelter before it was too late.
By now, the wind was lifting great sheets of sand from the crest of every dune and I was glad to retreat down the dune and under the blankets. The others were struggling to tie them down, and since it was now impossible to talk over the screaming of the wind, I farsought them to tell them Ahmedri’s instructions. Gahltha immediately suggested that the blankets be tied to him and to the other horses to anchor them. I passed this on to the others and though it was hard to manage in the dark, shutting our mouths and eyes against the scouring wind, finally we had the last blanket secured. All of the blankets were flapping wildly, and the air was full of dust but we were protected from the worst of the sand.
The horses were arranged around the rest of us in a horseshoe shape, with Dragon, Maruman and Descantra at the protected end, Dameon in the middle and Analivia, Swallow and me huddled at the open end, which was weighted down with all of the packs. It was very hot and hard to breathe, but all I could think of were the others, who had no blankets to block out the choking sand.
Then the storm hit us with a hissing hum as if a million sand grains brushed against one another. In an eyeblink, it went from dark to pitch black and then the cloth began to be weighed down by sand. After a time the air grew foul, but there was nothing to be done about it, for if we opened a gap, the wind would use it to tear our thin refuge away. We were all terribly thirsty, but it was impossible to find the water bottles without dislodging the packs. Dameon managed to press us little sap-like balls of the dark stuff that Ahmedri had him stirring for hours, shouting to us not to swallow them else we would be sick. The bitterness of them took my breath away, but then my mouth grew numb and the thirst that had been tormenting me became bearable.
I willed the storm to end, but it did not end. Finally we had to open our makeshift tent to let in fresh air. Immediately, choking sand swept in, but Swallow, Analivia and I kept a grim hold on the blanket and were able to wrestle it down to the ground and lie along it to close the gap, and once the dust had settled, the air was sweeter.
Truly it was not like a storm but like some sort of mad shrieking wind monster that tried for hours to tear the covers from us. It went on and on and I began to imagine I heard voices calling to me, begging me, cursing me. Incredibly, I slept for a time. I dreamed the H’rayka was the storm, harrying and attacking, but Gahltha and Maruman were flanking me in spirit-form and they fought the mindless beast, driving it back.
I woke to silence or maybe it was the silence that woke me. I felt a moment of panic at the weight on my chest but it was only cloth lying over me in folds weighed down with sand. The silence meant the storm was ended, and when I fought my way free of the blanket I was shocked to see the night sky arcing above, filled with stars. Was it possible that a whole day had been devoured by the storm? Or was it that we had all fallen into such a stunned sleep that we had not noticed when the storm ended?
That there was no moon meant that it was early in the night, I thought, as I stood up. I felt dizzy. My tongue was a wad of dried cloth in my mouth and I could feel sand between my teeth, in the corners of my eyes and clogging my nostrils and ears. Belatedly I realised with a sinking feeling that the bitter little ball Dameon had given me was no longer lodged in my cheek. I fervently hoped that I had not swallowed it.
‘Elspeth?’ It was Dameon and I helped him out of his sandy chrysalis.
‘I am … sorry,’ he rasped, after trying and failing to stand.
‘Just rest for a bit and then we will wake the others. I just want to go up to the top of the dune and see if I can reach Ahmedri or Rasial.’
‘Be careful,’ he said.
I laughed despite everything. ‘Dear Dameon, I doubt anything could be more dreadful than the great storm beast that tried to devour us!’
I floundered up the side of the dune. Once again the desert stretched pale and tranquilly undulant on all sides, showing no evidence of the fury unleashed upon it the day before.
I tried to locate Ahmedri first, and then Rasial, but to no avail in either case. On impulse, I tried the wolves, too, though I knew I would not be able to reach Rheagor’s mind unless he was seeking mine. Of course I failed, but it might only mean that all of them were lying at the bottom of dunes where my probe would not reach.
I was about to go back down to the camp when I noticed something protruding from the side of the next dune. It was a dark shape rising up to about thigh height from the sand. I hurried over to find that it was the top of one of the Beforetime stone poles that stood here and there about the Land, and whose purpose no one had ever clearly been able to fathom. Like some of the tallest in the land, this one had cross posts jutting from the sides and it occurred to me that most of it was probably buried inside the dune. Then it struck me that this, if exposed to its base, might be the very thing that Rheagor’s ancestor had taken for a stone tree. If I were right, and I was suddenly certain I was, we had only to find another pole to be able to work out in which direction the city lay.
I squinted and ran my eyes over the dunes beyond the one I was on, and then my heart leapt, for sure enough, the sandstorm had uncovered the top of another post, two dunes away. I made my way across to it, noting that the two together pointed more directly north than north-east, which meant Ahmedri had gone the wrong way.
I turned to go back and tell the others what I had found, only to be confronted by a tall, broad-shouldered man wearing a silver safesuit and some sort of large silver helmet that hid his face.
An efari, I thought, seconds before there was a flash of light from his head and then something thudded into my body.
I fell into unconsciousness like an arrowed bird.


Epilogue

My mind drifted aimless as a shipboat without master or tiller.
I dreamed of Ahmedri walking over moonlit dunes with Darga, but there was no sign of Rasial or Gavyn. The dream slipped silkily away and I seemed to float down and down.
I dreamed of a wolf padding along a black road through a Beforetime city. Rising up on either side of the road were the same high square towers as in drowned Newrome under Tor, but instead of the walls being broken and crumbled away to expose the rusted metal frame underneath, many sections of the towers stood sharply intact, and where the wall had crumbled, the metal bones gleamed silver, reflecting the light of a fingernail moon.
The city was abandoned. It was not only that streets and buildings were deserted but the black roads were covered here and there in white sand that had run up against the sides of walls in bleached mounds, and there were tumbleweeds rolling unchecked along paths where a sparse fringe of dun-coloured saltweed grew up through a multitude of small cracks.
Beyond the city I saw a plain shining white in the moonlight.
I saw Maruman leap up onto a large Beforetime machine sitting on the side of the black road. Parts of it were rotted to black lace but I guessed by its shape and position at the side of the road that it was one of the machines the Beforetimers had used to ride along the ground. Horseless carriages, as Garth named them.
Sitting neatly atop the immobile hulk, the old cat looked utterly at home in the deserted city lit by its many reflected moons, yet his ears pricked and twitched and his eye was dark and there was an alertness to his bearing that told me he was in the midst of stalking something.
But what? I wondered, as the dream slipped away and once again I floated in the vast darkness. I could not find the levels of my own mind. I did not know which way was up or down. A great heavy stupidity seemed to possess me.
I drifted down, deeper than I had ever gone, and yet there was no mindstream. I tried to rise, but a great hand seemed to press me gently but inexorably down into a void of shadows. I grew afraid at the realisation of my powerlessness, but I could do nothing to fight it. I thought of the spirit-force I had for so long feared as a murderous power that had taken up residence in me.
It is part of you, Rushton had told me just before I chained my secrets in the great inner vault that was his Talent. To pretend it is not is as foolish as binding your eyes and pretending to be blind.
Rushton, I thought, with a surge of grief and longing so potent that it disrupted the dreadful downward drift.
Then I was lying on my back beside a greatship driven up onto a sandy shore. The mast was broken and the sails hung in tatters. People stood around me talking.
‘There had better be water here or we’re done for even if the storm did spit us out,’ said one. I recognised the voice of the seaman Reuvan. Above him the sky was the colour of tarnished metal streaked with sickly yellow.
‘Can’t you help him?’ someone asked. ‘He won’t last much longer like this.’
‘He has lasted longer than I thought he would, but we need to gan the heat out of him,’ said someone else. A woman?
‘Dunk him in the waves and ye might as well drown him in this state,’ said a man. ‘His heart won’t take it.’
‘He’s awake,’ said another voice. ‘Surely that’s a good sign.’
‘He is not truly awake, poor lad,’ said another voice I knew; Gwynedd who was high chieftain of the Westland and king of the Norselands.
‘Rushton has survived a lot worse than this bitty storm an’ a wee flux,’ said Brydda Llewellyn stoutly, but when he leaned over me, his face was haggard with weariness and worry.
I am inside Rushton again, I thought, and then my heart leapt for if that were so, then this was no mere dream! He lived.
‘The trouble is he was sick and then the storm came,’ said Gwynedd. ‘One or the other he might have managed.’
‘He nivver says owt but Elspeth,’ said an older man. ‘Who’s that I’d like to ken.’
There was a profound silence.
‘That is the woman he loves,’ said Brydda at last. ‘Elspeth Gordie. Guildmistress of the Farseekers of Obernewtyn Shire, and a stronger woman I never met. If she were here, she would nowt let him slip away. Once before he near died and she held onto him and forbade it and he lived.’
‘Ask me an’ I’ll tell ye he dinna hold to life because she dinna be here,’ said the old man. ‘Ye ken he asked her to bond and she left him, or so his ravings’d have it.’
Another silence, then Brydda growled, ‘A man’s ravings ought not to be spoken of, and the way I heard it, she left only because there was a task she had to do. A matter touching on many lives.’
I have to help him, I thought, fighting the stupor that sapped my will by imagining the black sword. This time, I felt its weight. Gathering myself, I summoned it into me more strongly than I had ever dared to do before. It was as if I had swallowed a hive of dark, furious bees. I rose up from Rushton’s body and felt the steady muscular beat of the wings of my spirit-form as the world of matter faded into vague shapes and silence. I lifted my hands to look at them. They were greenish white, though I had no memory of creating a spirit-form or of transferring my consciousness to it.
The black sword is me, I thought, just as Rushton said.
Sometimes even funaga speak wisely, said Maruman. Maybe that is why Marumanyelloweyes troubled to hold him to life. The cat stood before me in his greatcat spirit-form of gold slashed with black. His long snaky tail lashed and his two eyes flashed, one gold and one diamond bright and white glittered fiercely. Now it is up to Elspethlnnle, he said, and vanished.
I looked down at the dull brown form that was Rushton’s body and saw the red and sickly green streaks in the spirit-form overlaying it. I thought of the golden link that bound us and as if the thought had summoned it, the link showed itself to my eyes, shining bright as sunlight on waves. I put my hand into it and felt the hot red ravenous heat of Rushton’s sickness shot through with a longing for me so great that even as I willed myself into him, he was drawing me to him.
Then I was standing on a silent sea-shore. It was dark and very quiet save for the soft whisper of the waves against my feet. There was no moon and the stars overhead were none I knew, but the sea itself was alive with phosphorescence.
I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to see Rushton.
‘My love,’ he said, and took me in his arms.
Oh, the joy and wonder of that embrace. I breathed deep, smelling his warm body, relishing the feel of his hard muscular arms wrapped so tightly around me. Never let me go, I thought, but I said, ‘You are ill.’
He only kissed me. His lips were on my brow, on my cheeks, on my neck, and finally, hungrily, on my mouth. At last, he said, ‘I will die content holding you, for though this be but a dream, it is a sweeter dream than life without you.’
I drew back from him and looked up into his face. ‘This is no dream, my love. I am real. We are linked whether we are together or apart. I am here because of that link. Only if you die will the link be severed. Live, for me, my love. Draw on that which binds us, and live. For if you live, I can endure, I can do what I must do no matter where it leads me. Because I will know you are in the world.’
‘Elspeth, you are fading,’ Rushton said urgently. His face grew grim and desperate. ‘I will not let you go again.’
‘Then hold to life, my ravek,’ I sent, even as I slipped from his grasp into the darkness. Then I was lost in the shadow sea, and once again I felt the inexorable hand pressing me down ever deeper, but I fought it for the sake of the quest I must complete and for the sake of all I loved.
And I rose.
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Tomash: farseeker
Vega, Madam: head guardian at Obernewtyn, killed while trying to torture Rushton
Vinderlin: mare who travels with the gypsies
Wenda: granddaughter of Noviny
Wila: farseeker
Zade: stallion, Obernewtyn horse
Zarak: beastspeaker and farseeker, son of Khuria


Question & Answer with
 ISOBELLE CARMODY

What inspired you to write the Obernewtyn series?
Like a lot of children growing up at the same time as me, in the aftermath of the Manhattan Project and the bombs dropped on Nagasaki and Hiroshima, I was afraid that adults were going to destroy the world and I thought it would be by war or some terrible bomb. I felt my helplessness to do anything about it very keenly. I always wondered if human beings would learn anything if it happened and some of them / us survived.
I started the Obernewtyn Chronicles at fourteen, which is a pretty stormy age, partly to think about whether I could believe that the ultimate lesson would enable us to evolve ethically and morally as a race, and partly to think about my own place in the world, because I was a bit of a misfit. The main character is a girl only a little younger than I was when I started to write the first book. She lives after a nuclear holocaust and possesses forbidden abilities such as being able to talk telepathically to animals. Like me, she is a Misfit, and like me she was trying to figure out how to belong and yet be herself. I think that is why I was able to write and rewrite the book for so long without showing anyone before I finally sent it off to a publisher, because it was a place where I could think about things that really mattered to me. My own Room of Requirement.
You’ve been writing since you were a teenager. Has your approach to writing changed over that period?
In some ways, no. I started out writing like I was flinging myself down a steep slope on skis, half terrified and half thrilled to be negotiating unknown terrain, and knowing the run might be too tough for me.
That made sense when I was fourteen and writing in the midst of a tempestuous relationship with my mother, seven wild siblings, and no one felt writing had much to do with anything. The important things were getting everyone fed and bathed and so on, and keeping the house clean. We played a lot of games where I was basically making up stories, but that felt like a whole other thing. The writing was always this private slightly manic activity where I would work like hell because at any minute I was going to be interrupted. It was like reading a terrifically exciting book when you were being interrupted every other minute. A bit of me was always stitched into the book, so that I could go back to it in a second. Story was like this river that flowed through my mind, to which I always returned, and its glitter and its soft rushing sounds were always audible, visible, there – just under real life.
I was always just a little bit distracted from reality.
When I left home and was on my own, there was university and work, and they were a lot more interesting than housework and family chores, but I missed the wild games, and in the end, writing was still this glittering, mesmerizing thread running under everything. Keeping me distracted when I was not ferociously writing. For a while, I really got into journalism, but in the end it seemed to me that I was getting closer to some sort of cellular truth when I wrote my stories than when I interviewed a politician or even the victims of a bushfire. So I quit.
Then there was this incredible period, which was actually quite short, where I really just wrote. Well, I wrote and went to the beach a lot. What I loved most about the beach was that I was going there when everyone else was suiting up to go to work or to all those things real people did, which I had somehow miraculously evaded. I was too young to feel worried about the future. I lived on what I had got together and I lived very, very simply. I was incredibly happy all the time. I wrote, and I was working on the same story I had been working on at fourteen – the first Obernewtyn book.
Then I finished it and I sent it off to the first publisher on a long list I had made, because I had been told that you had to get rejected hundreds of times before being accepted. But it was accepted by the first publisher I sent it to. I felt so lucky. In fact, I felt so lucky it made me nervous. I thought I would probably have to be in a terrible accident as a way of balancing all that luck!
Then the book came out and was short-listed in the young adult section of the Children’s Book Council awards and in one step I went from being no one to someone. Suddenly my book was in libraries, and the publishers wanted the next one, which I was working on …
So I worked and worked, and everything I wrote was published in due course, and I won or was short-listed for awards. Basically, I didn’t do much else in that period. For a while I went to and from journalism whilst editing and writing – I liked it but my stories were what held me. The river had grown a lot wider and I could just focus on it now.
That went on for some years. So many that I thought: Okay, this must be life. It depressed me a little, I am ashamed to say, to think that was it. I was reasonably successful, and from all the indicators it seemed like I would go on being moderately successful. I started to travel, always because of writing, and all that I saw and did was woven into my work. I was content, but somehow I had lost that sharp beautiful painful delight in life that I had earlier on.
Then I went to Estonia to a UNESCO conference to read an excerpt from one of my books and I fell in love and suddenly everything – I mean EVERYTHING – changed. I started living big chunks of time overseas, I had a live-in partner, and then I had a daughter. And all of a sudden I was back to fitting writing in around everything else.
In a funny way, though, I really do miss those wonderful years when all I did was write, and I miss the deep immersion they allow pretty badly sometimes. But I find this life of having to fight for time to write more invigorating and ultimately satisfying. It felt like it was almost too easy for a while. Looking back, I was living this idyllic unreal sort of life where I was detached from reality, not just distracted from it. It was maybe a bit bloodless. But now I am in the midst of life, red in tooth and claw, and when I write, I still hurl myself down the mountain face, hoping not to fly off a cliff or smack into a tree. And life seems painfully, sharply beautiful and precious again …
You divide your time between living in Australia and overseas. How does this ongoing change of environment influence your writing?
It strips you down. It takes you out of your comfort zone and forces you to be vulnerable. It makes you see and feel and hear more vividly. And you see and hear and experience things you would not experience any other way.
You’ve created so many memorable characters throughout your writing career. Which of your many characters burns brightest in your mind and why?
Wow, now that is the toughest question because you always feel like you are betraying one character when you name another. I actually can’t do it. I can say why I loved a few of the characters, though the truth is I could tell you why I loved at least one and usually more characters in every book I have written. But let’s choose a few. I like Elspeth because she is like another me. She is the inside me. She is the skin I slipped into when I was fourteen and wanted to think about things, and she has grown with me, though not as fast. She is powerful and prickly and assertive and tall and lean – all the things I am in my imagination. She is brave and truthful and all the things I would be if I were better. She is me as a hero.
Nissa is her in urban guise, but the main character in The Gathering, and the one I like most, is Nathanial, because unlike Nissa he can be soft. I love Billy Thunder because he is the kindest, sunniest, most sheerly good character I have ever created. I love Maruman because of his madness and his sheer bloody-mindedness. I love Mr Walker because he is a pernickity little scold. I love Fork because, in the most true and metaphysical sense, it is shaped by the lives of the people and creatures who inhabit it. I love Little Fur for her gentleness and Crow for his rudeness and, oh, I love Sorrow for his great, terrible mythic sadness.
I guess I am never going to write an anti-hero, but what I like doing is taking a character and making them seem comical or cowardly or silly, and then producing a paradigm shift so that we can see that all of these things can hide incredible courage, depth and blinding beauty of spirit. I always suspect it of my characters, and when it comes I am always shocked and touched by it. I guess that is the thing I love most about writing: the moment when a character I have created reveals the bit of itself that I did not invent or expect. The bit where they take on their own life …
The last instalment of the Obernewtyn series, The Red Queen, isn’t far from being released. How difficult is it to close a series that’s been with you for so long?
It’s further away than my fans or publisher likes. It was supposed to come out this year but I found I just could not work when the book was scheduled and everyone was hanging on me finishing. It was like trying to work in a room where people were shouting at you that you were going to miss the bus. Luckily, Penguin have been able to bear with me and the final book will be coming out next year.
I know some writers can deliver a book exactly when they say they will, but I honestly don’t know how they do it. For me a book is a journey and I don’t know how long it will take. I have a map, but it is sparse and there are so many things to see and learn and explore before I find what I set out to find. I write in order to think and that means I don’t know how long it will take me to figure it out. I think of it as a very organic process but that might be a nice way of saying ‘utterly disorganised’.
Despite the size of the books, I really have to work to fit everything into each one and I cut and cut and cut to do it. It’s hard work but incredibly satisfying, and it is balanced with elaborating and clarifying, because the stories are all very complex. For me the process of editing does not happen after the book is finished but is part of the whole creative process. Finishing will be a wrench in the same way that finishing Phillip Pullman’s His Dark Materials books were a wrench for me, as a reader, or the Narnia books when I was a kid … or Steig Larssen’s Millenium Trilogy. But they must be finished and that is that. And I want to finish them. I want to come to the end of it because I want to know exactly how it will all come out as well. But unlike readers, when I have finished, I will never ever be able to go back through the wardrobe door again. At least, not that door …
Is there any particular ritual involved in your writing process?
I always write my first draft in bound notebooks with a proper fountain pen – I have quite a collection of pens as I buy a new one for each book. I don’t use ink cartridges. I have bottles of ink, which I mix to get the exact shade I feel like writing in. I wrote The Sending in the most beautiful green Waterman pen with green ink, and now I have an unusual and beautiful square pale blue pen. I have mixed a blue ink with a touch of violet to write my next book. I always write in moleskin notebooks that come in packs of three and in three variations of a colour. My favourite place to write in all the world is in my little study that faces the sea over a remote bit of the Great Ocean Road in Australia, preferably with a crackling fire going – I much prefer winter as a season. In Prague, where I live some of the time, I write in the kitchen of our apartment where the sun comes in, and where it is warm enough for my cat to deign to keep me company. But I also do a lot of writing in cafés. I like having life happening around me because writing is such a solitary business.
What tips do you have for budding writers?
Always choose a topic to write about that you actually feel something for. Not a topic you think will impress people. I have run lots of writing workshops in schools and I often notice that people will choose ‘important’ topics. Never make the mistake of thinking the importance of a topic will somehow elevate your writing. In fact your writing has to live up to the topic and, more importantly, your life experience has to feed into it. I remember once there was a class of 12-year-old girls and one of them chose to write about an old alcoholic man dying on a park bench. She felt that was tragic and important and of course she was right, but she did not have any life experience to help her explore the topic. She was not old, she was not a man and she was not an alcoholic. She might know someone who drinks a lot or she might have seen a person in a park drunk so how could she possibly know what brings a man to such a pass? You will write best about things that you know deeply, and you will write best of all if you genuinely care about the topic – if it matters to you. You will write brilliantly if you write about something you don’t understand and use the story to help you delve deeper into it … Great writing is first and foremost an inward journey …
Is there one book that you wish you had written?
Phillip Pullman’s Dark Materials or The Earthsea Books by Ursula Le Guin or Raising the Stones by Sheri S. Tepper. They are books I have read many, many times, and which inspire me to be a better writer and to be a better person …
What were your five favourite books as a teenager?
Let me see if I can name only five …
The Lord of the Rings, of course. I love it because it is such a completely imagined world with history, poetry, songs, language, maps. I particularly love the tender and very deep friendship between Frodo and Sam. But perhaps more than all else, I love Tolkein’s physical descriptions of the natural world. Of glades and rivers and vales …
Z for Zachariah, which was written by Robert C. O’Brien but published posthumously in 1973. I love the main character’s simplicity and courage and the beautiful dark descriptions of the end of the world, and the suggestion of hope in her courage.
The Chronicles of Narnia were very important to me. The books resonated very strongly with my own struggle to think about how I fitted or did not fit into the world. Of course I spent half my life trying to find the door into Narnia.
Doctor Dolittle by Hugh Lofting was a great favourite of mine. I loved his grumpiness and his brilliance and longed with all my heart for such a mentor. And of course, best of all, I loved his ability to talk to animals, which I longed to be able to do.
The Land of Far-Beyond was a book that affected me profoundly. Written by Enid Blyton, it is loosely modelled on John Bunyan’s The Pilgrims Progress. Both are allegories, or narratives, with a moral meaning, and they revolve around a journey that is spiritual as well as physical – a journey from sin to salvation. I read and reread this hundreds of times as a child, not so much because I loved the story as because I realised that it was doing what I was trying to do in my stories. I was trying to make inner journeys visible. I was trying to make the intangible tangible.
If you could recommend just one book for everyone to read what would it be?
The Flute Player – DM Thomas’s first published novel and winner of the Gollancz / Guardian Fantasy Prize. This novel emerged out of his fascination with Russian poets, and particularly Anna Akhmatova about whom he also wrote. He created a generic figure, a woman, who preserved the truth of the world while chaos reigned all around her. He didn’t want to individualise the characters too much, so there is very little dialogue in this novel. For me, it tells me what I am and what I want to be. I carry this book everywhere I go in the world, wherever I live.
obernewtyn.com.au
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