

[image: cover]




[image: images]




CHAPTER ONE



In the centre of the Inland, which itself was at the centre of the Earth, was a town known as Motherest. It was a small, quiet place, and the people who dwelt there wished only that this quietness would continue for ever. They were good people, who lived their lives as best they could, and gave praise properly and often to the Goddess to ensure their future peace and prosperity.


The town was situated as were all Inland towns, with a river on one side, surrounded by rich farm and woodland, constructed with the circular gathering place at its heart. The Moot Hall and the swimming ponds were here too, and the houses were placed around them. These houses were built of the local golden brown stone, thatched with reeds and sedge-grass, and all were of the same size, for the Inlanders did not understand why some people should be considered of more value than others and deserving of larger homes, or a greater share of the Earth’s bounty. That strange belief had disappeared a very long time ago.


Let us live in peace and happiness. Everyone thought and said this often. It was even engraved on the sign at the entrance to the town, and over the doors of most of the buildings, for it was the favourite saying of the folk of Motherest.
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Night had fallen, and the only light came from a gorgeous golden half moon hanging in the blue-black sky, and the surrounding spatter of stars. A woman was standing at an upper window of one of the houses, watching the town sleep. She looked up at the Moon, and kissed her hand to him, and the Man in the Moon winked back at her with the half of his face that was not hidden. He knew she had stood there for a long while, looking at the scene for the first time with her woman’s eyes, for that morning when she woke she had been a child. As she waited, she marvelled that a slight pain and a trickle of fluid could have such an effect, for her childlife was now ended, and her womanlife was about to begin. She had woken suddenly, startled, from her second sleep, roused by the hoot of an owl, although that sound did not normally disturb her. But she had realised that the owl had brought her a message, that it had come to inform her that she was now an adult woman. Now a sliding black shadow moved across her sight, darker than the night itself, full of warmth and promise, and she knew the waiting was nearly over.


There! A shooting star flashed across the arc of the deep dark sky, scattering sparks, tiny points of gold, behind it. It was time. The woman threw her shawl over her shoulders and left the room, running lightly down the stairs, and let herself out into the night. When she did not appear for prayers, her parents would know what had happened and where she had gone. It was a mild night, following a fine, golden day, and it was pleasant to be outside in the fresh, soft air. The woman turned left, closing the garden gate carefully behind her, and began to walk swiftly in the direction of the wood. She had no light with her; none was needed, for she had walked this way many times as a child. I am that which is becoming, she murmured to herself. I will become.


The wood was almost silent; the only sound the occasional hoot of an owl. She did not mind the darkness. Men, especially young men, made much talk of the gods of light, but women had always held to the Mother, and She was both light and dark, calling to the quiet secret dark places of women’s souls.
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The tide turned. The swimmers in the dark water sighed as they felt the constant movement of the Sea pause for an infinitesimal space and then surge the other way, pulling away from the beach and taking them with it. They stopped swimming and remained still, kicking their legs occasionally to stay afloat, letting the drag of the tide carry them away from the land. Their long dark skeins of hair shifted gently to and fro with the movement of the water which caressed their limbs like liquid silk. Sometimes, the younger among them wondered how it would be if they could be taken right out to Sea, to whatever there was on the other side. But the elders scoffed at them, and said that was impossible, for the Sea had no other side. The blood of the Mother, moved by the throbbing and pulsing of Her great heart, did not end.


‘It ends here, doesn’t it?’ one of the young men had asked curiously. ‘It could end on the other side as well. And what about the woodland on the top of the cliff? Where does that end?’


The older man, Bettin, to whom he had said this spoke sharply, instructing him to return to his work and stop wasting the day with idle chatter. The only time the people of the Sea found out what was on the other side was when they died and crossed the Golden Path, and if Keyin did not want that to happen sooner rather than later, he had better behave. Keyin grinned at that, and ran back down to join the others. Bettin was his mother’s mate, and everyone knew that his mate’s son was very dear to him.


Lestin, the accepted leader of the group of swimmers, now decided it was time to go back to the shore. Lifting his voice so that it could be heard clearly above the noise of the waves, he called the rest of them into a group, and began to lead them in, gliding quietly through the drag and swell of the outgoing tide with scarcely a splash. All the Sea-Dwellers could move thus, for as it was from the Sea that they collected the majority of their food, so it was necessary for them to remain unnoticed by their prey until the kill. Fish formed the greater part of their diet, but they also enjoyed certain types of seaweed, and mussels and cockles, and other things they found on the Sea bed. There were Sea birds to bring down with well-aimed stones, and the younger Sea-Dwellers would climb the cliff to steal the eggs from their nests. A Sea-Dweller could even take a seal, swimming silently up behind it, seizing the sleek body with one arm, and slitting its throat cleanly with a sharp knife held in the other hand. The Sea-Dwellers would rejoice when that happened, for they would eat well that night, and have the good seal skin left over to make into useful things. Tasty berries, nuts and fruit were taken from the woodland that covered the top of the cliffs, with the added bonus of a wild boar or deer, but these last were rare treats.


Tired now, Keyin came out of the water with the rest, and they walked up the beach and climbed up to their cave. It was well situated high in the white cliff, where the Sea never came, so the floor of their home was covered always with soft, dry sand. There was one large cave, where all of them lived and ate and talked together, and off it led many small ones, where families went to sleep, or to talk in private. Keyin’s sleeping cave was at the back, where it was warmest, but also darkest. Not that that mattered, for if you wanted to sleep it was better to have darkness. Tonight, however, Mother was still awake, sitting up on her sleeping fur, and with a pang, Keyin realised that she was waiting for him. A small yellow tongue of flame burned steadily on the ground next to her, illuminating her tired face, and salt and wind tangled hair. Beside her, Bettin lay motionless with his eyes closed, but Keyin knew he was not asleep. Sister lay on the other side of the small cave, and she was sleeping, Keyin heard the soft hiss of her breathing.


‘Mother,’ Keyin greeted her politely as he entered.


‘Have you been lucky?’


‘Yes, we caught many fish. We will eat well tomorrow, thank the Goddess.’ Keyin took his sleeping fur from beneath the rock ledge, and unrolled it carefully, slowly, keeping his eyes on it so that he did not have to look at Mother. She was looking at him however; he could feel her eyes burning into his back.


‘I have decided that your mating ceremony will take place next week,’ Mother said without preamble. ‘We have waited long enough for it. Your wife grows impatient.’


Keyin groaned, but only to himself. To Mother he said: ‘I thought we had agreed to wait for a while?’


‘And we have waited! You were chosen all of three summers ago! Your wife insists that you should become hers next week. She will wait no more, and nor will I.’ Mother folded her arms, and glared up at her son. Keyin sat down on his fur and folded his arms too. ‘You and Bettin chose each other. All the others had a say in their own choosing. Why do I have to be the only one…….?’


‘Because I say so!’ Mother was impatient now, growing angry. Keyin looked away, closing his eyes. Mother’s impatience suddenly died. ‘Because I ask you,’ she said simply, and placed her thin hand on his arm, lightly at first, and then holding tighter on to his wrist, squeezing and pressing. ‘If you will not mate with her, I am shamed, disgraced, before all our people. Bettin and Sister will also bow their heads. Do you want this to happen to us?’


‘But it’s not fair!’ Keyin burst out, feeling the hot prick of tears behind his eyes. He opened his eyes very wide to prevent them from falling.


‘I know it isn’t, but there’s nothing to be done about it. You must accept it as the will of the Goddess. Now go to sleep, it’s very late and I’m tired, even if you’re not. May She protect you while you sleep.’


‘May She protect you also,’ Keyin murmured automatically as he lay down, wondering how a mating he did not want could be the will of the Goddess. Mother turned on her side, blew out the flame with a soft whispering breath and drew her fur up over her face. Keyin closed his eyes, but sleep did not come, and he did not think it came to her either.
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The woman in the wood passed quickly down the familiar path, her feet making scarcely any sound. Most of the trees were still wearing their summer green, but the leaves were already beginning to fall, and they made a light carpet beneath her as she went. She came to a small rise and stopped, kneeling on the ground. Carefully, she pulled aside a thorn bush, positioned to cover an opening that was just big enough for one person to squeeze through. Inside it was surprisingly large, and she could stand upright. A set of stone steps had been carved out here, worn from the passage of many feet over many years, leading under the ground, down into a cave. This she had never entered before, as it was reserved for women. The most she had done was to stand outside and look longingly, dreaming of the time when she would be permitted within. That time had come.


The cave was large, and round in shape, the whitish walls and domed ceiling dotted with tiny glittering stones, so that a faint glow came from them, enough for the woman to see. A Daddy-long-legs clicked and jittered up and down one of the walls. This cave was always warm, no matter what the time of year, for it contained a pool of steaming water, heated by the heart of the Mother. The pool was fed by a small spring, and drained away somewhere under the Earth. It was small, yet very deep, the water in it dark but clear. It was rumoured to be bottomless, for it led into the heart of the Earth. For that reason, no-one ever tried to swim in it, although you could crouch at the edge and use the warm water to wash yourself. It was perfectly quiet in the cave, but the air seemed to tingle and pulse with the memory of the generations who had prayed and worked here. The woman removed her clothes, placing them on a ledge of rock, and then lay down on the ground beside the pool, pressing her body as far as she could into the rock, the bone of the Mother. She waited, listening, straining to hear the sound of the Goddess, the beating of the great fiery heart that lay many, many miles below her. Nothing. ‘Holy Mother, speak to me. Let me hear you, so that I may become a real woman.’ All her friends, all the other new women had heard the Goddess, why not she? A pebble dug into her right leg, and she shifted her position, and then laid her ear against the rock once more. This time she heard it! A low humming sound that thrilled her to the core, it rose and fell with her own heartbeat, throbbing with the sound of life, of all the life on Earth. This was the source of the power of women, of whom she was now one. She lay quietly, listening, submerged in the noise, regulating her own breathing to match with that of the Earth, and humming softly with the sound. I am that which is becoming. For a long time, she lay there.
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When Angie had put her clothes on again and emerged through the hole, it was morning, warm and fine, with a cloudless blue sky. She had washed herself thoroughly in the blood of the Mother, and was in very good heart. I have become. Somewhere near her, a bird sang in long, silver trills, and a green woodpecker tapped away. She stood still for a moment and admired the new day, then closed her eyes and murmured her morning greeting to the Earth for the first time as a woman. ‘Erce, erce, erce, eorthan modor.’ In one way, the wood looked just the same as it always had, yet in another it looked different, for she was seeing it through fresh eyes. She walked slowly home, reaching out to touch the trees and bushes, occasionally bending down to plunge her hands into the grass, carrying her shoes so that she could feel the Earth under her feet. At the edge of the wood, she paused to look at the town under the morning Sun, and was suddenly, fiercely, proud of her home and her people. The countryside was beautiful here; the woods, gentle slopes, and wide fields and meadows softly green in the Sun’s golden gleam.


Back at home, Angie’s parents were waiting to welcome her. Her mother, Lithie, came forward first as was fitting, and though she had tried to tidy herself for her daughter’s homecoming as a woman, there was, as usual, sawdust in her fluffy light brown hair and down the front of her blue dress. Lithie was a carpenter, who had more skill than anyone else Angie had ever known. It was said that wood was like clay in her hands and that she could make it shape itself into anything she wished, and any item made by her was of the highest value. The furniture in their cottage was beautiful, each piece polished to a warm gloss and ornamented with delicate carvings of the shapes that came into Lithie’s head and out through her clever fingers. On the shelves were models of the things found in the woods, little birds and beasts and trees and flowers, looking as if they were real, but magically reduced in size. Lithie worked in the large shed at the back of the house, and it was not uncommon for Angie or her father to have to go out and remind her to come to bed, or to a meal, or to visit a friend’s house. Angie did not mind. She loved her mother, and knew herself loved in return.


But it was Edwin, her father, who had her heart. He had always been beside her, for as long as she could remember. It had been he who had comforted, fed, entertained and watched over her as a child, and after hugging Lithie and receiving her blessing, Angie put her arms round him and held him firmly, giving him her spiritual protection as a woman, feeling the balance of their relationship shift. ‘I will look after you always,’ she whispered, and he hugged her hard in return, resting his chin on her head. The familiar smell and feel of him filled her heart.


‘You will make a fine woman, my daughter,’ he told her. ‘We will hold your celebration in three days time. Meanwhile, here is a little gift for you, from both of us.’


He bent down to reach under the kitchen table, and stood up again holding a basket, which he set down on the table. Curious, Angie peered inside, and gasped with delight when she saw a very small white kitten, curled up on a nest of old blanket. ‘She’s lovely. Thank you both so much. What is her name?’


‘She has no name yet. She is your gift, so it’s for you to name her,’ Edwin said, stroking the little furry head. The kitten yawned and opened wide, blue eyes. Angie gently tickled her under the chin, and was rewarded by a loud purring. The three of them laughed. Edwin stepped back, and considered his daughter with the eyes of a stranger.


Angie was small and thin, although she possessed an excellent appetite. She had a pretty, pointed face, large green eyes, and thick fair hair that hung down to the middle of her back. A practical girl, she could brew a simple, cook a meal, tend a garden or sew a garment with quiet efficiency. Using a wooden staff, she could defend herself with some skill, quickly stepping this way and that, twirling and thrusting. All the Inlanders learned how to defend themselves, although it had been very many years since they had had to do so against an enemy. Angie could read and write, and calculate quickly. Her people did not use money, relying instead on a system of barter, so it was necessary for them to know the value of things, and to keep count in a tally book.


But by far the most important thing she had learned was how to draw upon the power of the Mother. By using the correct words and prayers, women could pull, from the heart of the Earth, heat and light to warm houses, and cook food, and to enable the Inlanders to see in the dark. This was one of the most precious gifts that the Mother gave to her people. Women of Angie’s age had also begun to learn the rudiments of Seeing and other special skills, but the greater part of these would not be revealed until she was much older.


Now in her seventeenth year, although no-one knew exactly when she had been born as the Inlanders did not celebrate birthdays, Angie was the last of her group to become a woman, and watching her, Edwin was suddenly sad.


Of course, she would always be his daughter, but how long would it be before she gave her love to some other man? He wanted her to marry; certainly he did, but not yet, not for a long time. Not that it would be possible for another few years, for the Inlanders did not believe that sexual intercourse should take place until a person had lived for at least twenty years. To their mind, one had to be of the right age to properly value and enjoy physical love, and a pleasure deferred tasted all the sweeter.


‘Does nobody want to eat?’ he asked, as he turned his attention to the table, wishing to think of something else. ‘Am I the only one who is hungry this morning?’ Lithie and Angie sat down at the table, and Edwin brought them their breakfast in the very best set of yellow glazed pottery. A sparkling, clean white cloth was spread upon the scrubbed board, and a small garland of green leaves and yellow flowers was at each place, for Lithie and Edwin wished to honour their daughter. There was a bowl of porridge, a cup of hot mint tea and a rosy apple for each of them, and there was also a blue dish full of Angie’s favourite walnuts, ready shelled and waiting for her to dip in. A saucer of milk was put down in front of the basket containing the kitten, although she had gone back to sleep on her blanket, curled bonelessly around herself, the tip of a tiny pink tongue protruding from her closed mouth. Out of the corner of her eye, Angie caught a glimpse of a small form, roughly human in shape and cloudy white in colour. It was a house wight, some of which lived in all Inland homes, and it was peering curiously into the kitten’s basket. Angie laughed at it, for they were completely harmless, and when it heard her laughter it slid away quickly. That was always the way with these wights, if you tried to look directly at them they would disappear.


After they had eaten, Angie went up the stairs to her bedroom to change her dress. Today there was no work for her; she might do whatever she liked. Because she was now a woman, she was able for the first time to wear red, which was the colour most sacred to the Mother, and forbidden to children. Her dark red dress, a rich warm colour, was laid away in a press, carefully folded around tiny cloth bags containing dried lavender, ready for this day. After shaking it out and putting it on, she combed out her long hair and pinned it up, then fastened on her amber necklace. The roughly hewn chunks lay quietly against her chest but she fancied she could feel their latent power. Amber was also sacred, and worn only by women. From her belt she hung her tools, the small ball of crystal, used for mind Seeing, and the strainer and tweezers she would need to prepare her healing simples. Finally, she opened a small jar containing a mixture of sweet almond oil, beeswax and a little alkanet root and anointed her lips and cheeks to make them rosy. Lithie had knocked some nails into one of the beams on the ceiling, and from those Angie hung the garlands that had decorated the breakfast table, which she had brought upstairs with her. There were four altogether, one for each person in the house, and one more for others, such as the house wights and the animals who also dwelt there.


Ready, she went out again, and this time she walked up to the door of the next cottage and knocked. Normally she would have gone straight in, but today she would wait with dignity for someone to open the door. A short, plump woman with reddish fair hair appeared in the doorway. ‘Angie, what a wonderful day for you! How fine you look!’


Angie hugged the woman, sniffing ecstatically. Her neighbour provided sweet smells. She made lavender bags, and devised perfumes, and mixed together dried leaves and blossoms and other good things, to put into bowls and scent the air of the rooms of Motherest, and she smelled always of the work she did. Now she ushered Angie into the house, and presented her with a fine green glazed bowl. Thanking her, Angie took the bowl, inhaled the scent, and smelled winter, the sharp spice of pine, mulberries and mulled wine that made her think of Mother Night, and the Geola Log, and decorating the Great Room with garlands of green. She ran her hands through the contents of the bowl, and looked around for her best friend Lindy, who lived here.


‘I’m sorry, Angie. She is feeling ill again. But you can go up; she did say she wanted to see you.’


Angie’s face fell. She loved her friend, but poor Lindy was always ailing, despite the best attentions of Hazel, the town healer. She suffered from violently painful headaches, when all she could do was lie on her bed with her eyes closed, and frequent stomach upsets, in spite of being very careful with her diet. Every winter, she had to remain in bed for several weeks with a bad cough and fever, and every month she had to endure severe stomach pains and dizzy spells. As a child, she had spent more time out of her learning group than in it, and had been unable to play very much with the other children, as she had seemed always to be either ill, or recovering from an illness. Angie herself had scarcely had a day’s illness in her life. Lindy’s mother, Gillie, had always supposed that her daughter would ‘grow out of it,’ but she never had, nor did it seem likely that she ever would now. Disappointed, Angie went up to her friend’s room, and found her lying in bed with the curtain drawn over the window.


‘Angie.’ Lindy sat up, moving slowly so as not to jar her head. This morning, the pain felt like a sharp spiteful needle piercing her right eye. Even in the dim light, her discomfort was obvious, and she winced as she sat upright. Tall and slim, Lindy had long, glossy red hair, grey eyes, and a pale freckled skin. When not in pain, she was quite a pretty girl. ‘Did you hear Her? Did you?’ she asked softly, her face eager as she took in the sight of her friend in her red dress.


‘Yes, I heard Her. I heard Her breathing, just as they said I would.’


‘Did She say anything to you? Anything that was, well, unusual?’ Angie pulled a stool up to the bed and sat down. ‘Say anything? No, not at all. Why, did She say anything to you, when it was your turn?’


Lindy nodded, and then groaned. She lay down again, placing her head carefully on her pillow. ‘My head feels as if it’s going to burst,’ she said miserably. ‘I felt so well yesterday, too. The headaches are coming more and more often. Do you think I’ll ever be strong and healthy, the way you are?’


She was almost on the verge of telling Angie what the Mother had said to her, but then changed her mind, not wanting her friend to dismiss it as ‘one of Lindy’s funny ideas.’ When she had made her own first visit to the Mother’s Cave, Lindy had begged the Mother to give her the gift of good health, to make her feel well and strong. Kneeling, she had passionately beseeched the Mother to help her, and thought she had thought she heard a strange reply. ‘I cannot help your suffering, but one day it will help us all.’ Perhaps she had only imagined that answer. Looking up at Angie, she said sadly, ‘Do you think my health will ever improve?’


You’ll suffer a lot more, later. The thought dropped into Angie’s mind, startling her. To avoid answering the question, she said: ‘Shall I make you a drink, or something to eat?’


Lindy thought about that for a minute. Sometimes her headaches made her feel sick, but she had no nausea today. ‘I haven’t felt like eating anything this morning, but I’d like a few raspberries now, I think. Will you go down and get me some?’


Angie went to get the raspberries, frowning. It was her considered opinion that her friend did not eat enough, and spent too much time worrying about things, and that was the source of her poor health. But what had made her think Lindy would suffer more, later? ‘I’ll look after her better, in the future,’ she told herself firmly. ‘I will see that she eats more, and goes to bed early, and doesn’t sit up half the night reading. Her mother and I will do it together, and she will not get worse.’ Gillie and Angie respected each other, and thought alike about most things, despite the gap in age. Both of them had always wished that Lindy would not feel so intensely, but she had always been worried and upset by events that would scarcely disturb anyone else, and would brood over things that Angie herself had long forgotten. Without disturbing Gillie, who was now pressing dark red rose petals between the pages of a heavy old book, she found the basket of raspberries in the larder, put some of them on a white saucer, and carried it up to Lindy.


Lindy sat up and ate the raspberries slowly, savouring the cool sweetness. The taste made her feel a little better, and the throbbing pain in her head lessened slightly. ‘Is it a nice day?’ she wanted to know. Angie crossed to the window, looked through the wavy, pale green glass and pulled back the curtain, letting the warm yellow light flood into the room. She opened the window as wide as it would go. ‘Why don’t you come for a walk? It might do your head some good.’ She pulled back the bed clothes, and helped her friend climb out of the bed. Lindy knew it would be no good protesting that she would rather stay where she was. Angie had made up her mind that Lindy should come for a walk, so a walk it would be. After Lindy had dressed, Angie combed and pinned up her hair for her, admiring the beauty of it. She herself possessed pretty hair, the colour of the ripe wheat in the fields, but Lindy’s was so thick and gleaming, and such an astonishing colour, a wonderful blending of rose and gold and copper and bronze.


The two of them walked together down the street, speaking to passers by, with Angie accepting the good wishes of everyone they met who noticed that she wore red for the first time. It was pleasant to be greeted with such respect, and she smiled and thanked all her well-wishers. Lindy found that she did feel much better outside, and when a friend of her mother came out of her house and presented them with two fresh, hot griddle cakes, she bit into hers as eagerly as Angie did. The cakes were delicious, crisp and brown on the outside and white and fluffy within, and it seemed to both girls that on this day they were perfectly happy.


‘Can we walk in the woods?’ Lindy wanted to know. ‘I love it there, especially at this time of year. Do let us go!’


Angie was agreeable, so they headed that way, finishing off their cakes. It was a wonderful day, the Sun almost as warm as in the high summer. There was not a single cloud in the sky, and the woods were a marvellous mix of green, gold and brown. They took their favourite path, towards the Mother’s Cave, but as they went they heard a noise, the sharp yapping of a dog in distress. ‘It’s coming from over there,’ Angie said, pointing deeper into the wood. ‘Let’s go and see what the matter is. What if it’s hurt?’


The dog, however, was not hurt, for as it heard them coming it ran to meet them, still yapping. Angie bent down to it, and recognised it at once. ‘Momo! Momo, what are you doing here? What’s all this noise about? Where’s Tethin?’


Tethin was Momo’s owner, a quiet young man who had recently started to work as a woodsman. Lindy and Angie liked him well enough, although he was reserved with everyone. The dog turned round and ran a few steps, then came back to them, obviously wanting them to follow him. ‘All right, Momo, we’re coming,’ said Lindy. ‘Show us what the matter is.’


Momo led them into a small clearing, and for a moment they saw nothing unusual. Then Lindy looked up, and gave a cry of horror. Something was hanging from the branch of a large oak tree, something that swung gently to and fro in the breeze. As it swung, the wood of the branch creaked slightly. The two young women stared at the thing that hung from the tree, at the blue, congested face, at the dreadfully elongated neck, at the unseeing eyes and the open mouth. The thing was, or had been, Tethin the young woodsman. Horrified, they stood there, unable to believe that a holy place, (for the Inlanders knew that any circular clearing in the wood was the home of many woodland spirits, from the swiftly darting spirits of the air to the slow-moving ferths of the stones) had been so desecrated, and by one of their own. Tethin had always been so devout too, playing a large part in the town rituals and spending more time in prayer than did most young men. Momo barked sharply, and dragged at Angie’s skirt with his teeth.


They both hurried forward and took Tethin’s legs, supporting his weight in their arms, but they felt no life left in him. ‘We must cut him down. I’ll climb up.’ Angie looked frantically about her on the ground and picked up a small, sharp stone. She shinned up the tree as quickly as she could, and sawed at the rope hanging from the branch. It parted, and Lindy jumped aside as the man fell heavily to the ground. She bent over him, knowing he had to be dead with his head lolling in that position. Angie dropped out of the tree and joined her. ‘We must get that rope off him.’ With the stone, she managed to fray the rope sufficiently to pull it apart. The acrid smell of urine wrinkled their noses, for Tethin had wet himself as he died. Angie straightened up. ‘I’ll stay with him, if you run back and get help. He mustn’t be left alone here. Are you all right? Can you run? Or would you rather stay, and I’ll go?’


‘No!’ Lindy felt ashamed, but she could not bear the idea of staying alone with the dead man. She had always been told that a dead body was nothing to fear, but what if it suddenly sat up, and turned its head on that dreadful neck to look at her? ‘I’m going.’ She ran off, and Angie sat down beside Tethin, reaching out to close his eyes. ‘What made you do that? How could you?’ she whispered to him. The Inlanders abhorred suicide, knowing it to be the prerogative of the Mother to take and give life. Angie closed her own eyes, and began to murmur prayers, asking the Mother to forgive Tethin for what he had done. Momo sat down quietly next to her, occasionally getting up to sniff at his master’s hand. When he received no response, he whined and came to sit beside Angie again. Angie rubbed his ears, wishing she could comfort him. She looked up on hearing voices, and saw a group of people coming towards her, with Hazel at the front. Angie stood up, met the healer’s eyes, and shook her head. Hazel came forward and knelt down beside the dead boy, but after one glance she looked up at the men who had come with her. ‘He’s dead. Take him back into the town.’


The men had brought a board with them, and they loaded Tethin on to it and slowly carried him out of the wood and through the town. He was taken to the Moot Hall, and laid in the leech’s room, although there was nothing that could be done for him. His parents, a quiet, normally serene middle-aged couple, hurried in and Hazel came over to them. ‘I’m very sorry,’ she began, ‘but your son is dead. He……………..’


The mother screamed. Her husband bit his lip, and supported the sobbing woman as s he wept. Margaret, Head of the Witan, (the tan or gathering of the Motherest Wise) entered the room, and walked over to Lindy and Angie, who were standing silent in a corner, not knowing whether they should go or stay. ‘Come with me,’ she told them, and they thankfully followed her out into the corridor.


Margaret led them into their former classroom, and told them to sit down on one of the benches. ‘Tell me exactly what happened,’ she said.


Angie told her of how they had walked into the wood and heard Momo barking. He had come up to them, and then Lindy had seen poor Tethin hanging in the tree. Margaret sighed. ‘You saw no-one else? The two of you were quite alone?’


‘Yes, of course. Why do you think he did it? Do you have any idea at all?’


Margaret did not. Years ago, a young man from the town had tried to hang himself from a tree to emulate the god Woden, but he had been found and cut down in time. He was not badly hurt, but as soon as he had fully recovered he had been taken back into the wood and given a good thrashing by his father, for daring to do such a thing in a holy place. Margaret remembered seeing him limping home, supported between his father and elder brother, and there were tears running down the cheeks of the father, for he had hated having to thrash his boy. But ever since that day, the young man had been a model son. Tethin, then, must have had great sorrow in his heart. As the wisest woman of the town, she was slightly ashamed that she had not known. But she had heard about the heart-sickness, and knew that those so afflicted did not want to eat, or wash themselves, or in fact do anything at all, just lie on their beds until they either died or recovered, yet Tethin had appeared perfectly happy. Margaret had seen him only that morning on his way to work and he had saluted her and smiled in exactly the same way that he always did. She looked at the two in front of her, and noticed that Lindy was shivering, and Angie was holding her hand. It was not at all cold in here, so she must be suffering from shock. No wonder, after what they had just seen.


‘Stay here, both of you. I’ll see if Hazel has a hot drink for you.’ She came back after a moment, and gave them each a cup of hot, sweet tasting liquid. After they had drunk it, they walked slowly home, not speaking, all their pleasure in the happy day spoiled.


When Angie reached home, her father was out. From the shed in the garden, she could hear the familiar sound of her mother’s hammer, but she did not go to her, not wanting to talk to anyone just yet. She mounted the stairs to her bedroom, and cheered up a little when she saw her kitten, which she had decided to name Myrtle, curled up asleep, a small fluffy white circle in the middle of her bed. Sitting down beside her pet, she placed her hand lightly on the tiny warm body. Cats were special to the Goddess, and highly favoured as pets by women for that reason. Their old cat, a plump tabby named Martha, had died some months before, but Angie had not felt ready to have another until now. Edwin had realised this, as he knew everything about her. Myrtle purred softly, and Angie began to relax. Tethin must have been ill, she thought to herself. He would never have done what he did if he felt quite well, for he had been devout, and had favoured the Mother over all other gods and goddesses, unusual in a young man. Poor Tethin.


The sight of her bedroom cheered her also. It was newly refurbished, for this was always done when someone approached their seventeenth year and coming of age, and when the walls and ceilings were given a fresh coat of lime wash, Angie had made an infusion of roots and berries and had it added to the lime wash to give a hint of warm brown. The window curtain was green, as was the hooked rug that rested on the polished wooden boards of the floor, and on the wide window sill there were shallow stone bowls that contained flowering plants. For the rest, there was her bed, (with a green woven cover to match the rugs and curtain), a small stool, serving both for visitors and the games of stool ball which she so enjoyed, her dressing table and chair, a large press for her clothes, on which she had placed the sweetly scented bowl Gillie had given her, and a cupboard in which she kept her possessions, her books and small personal items. A shelf on one wall held her harp, in the carrying case, and a group of little wooden animals made by Lithie. A wooden clothes pole stood next to that, for hanging and airing her dresses. On another wall hung a tapestry, at which she had worked for months, comprising trees in a forest, in various shades of green. All in all, she was well pleased with the finished result.
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Next door, Lindy went to her bedroom as well, but she was unable to relax. Her headache was bad again, and the needle stuck through her eye buzzed and throbbed.


She tried to lie down on her bed and rest, but got to her feet again, and paced up and down. Angie had worried about her, and had not wanted to leave her, but Lindy had insisted that she wanted to sleep and that her mother would look after her, and had finally managed to get rid of her friend. She needed to be alone, and was relieved to see from her window that Gillie was working in her garden, so she could be left in peace to think.


Lindy was aware that she did not see things in quite the same way as others did. Since she was a child, she had known that. There were forms she could see in the air, shaped like people and yet not people, for they were transparent, like glass. Sometimes they would come into her room at night, but they did not frighten her, for she somehow knew that they meant her no harm, and that they were just passing by. As a child, she had thought that everyone could see them, and had tried to talk to her mother about them, but had realised that the idea of her seeing them frightened Gillie, so did not mention them again. At other times she saw buildings where she knew there were none, houses not unlike her own, but these shimmered in the sun and waved about when the wind blew. There was also a stream that sometimes ran down the middle of the street where she lived, splashing and gurgling along, and completely invisible to all except her. If she tried to put her hands in the stream, she felt nothing at all. It existed only in her sight.


That was not all she could see. To Lindy, everyone who lived in Motherest was always surrounded by a pale golden shimmering light. Some had more light than others and some had light of a darker gold, but there was no-one who had no light at all. No-one, that is, except Tethin on this day. That morning, her headache had woken her early, and feeling miserable at the prospect of a day in pain she had got up and wandered over to the window, looked out and seen him on his way to work with his dog. He had worn his working clothes and carried his lunch bag swinging from one hand, but his light was out, completely gone, and she had wondered what it meant. Now, however, she knew. His light was out because it was his time to die. At the thought of that lonely, shameful death she moaned, and sank down onto the floor, her body jerking in time to the jolts of her head pain, knowing that this was only the beginning of what would become.




CHAPTER TWO



Edwin returned to his cottage at lunch-time, carrying the pot he had had refilled with honey. The hives were kept in rows in a field on the edge of the town, and the bee-keeper was an old friend of his, meaning that he always stayed for a long time chatting whenever he had cause to go there, so he knew nothing of what had occurred that morning. As soon as she heard him come in, Angie flew down the stairs and into his arms. ‘What is it, love? My daughter, what is troubling you?’ Angie poured out the sad tale of Tethin’s death, and Edwin gasped with horror when he discovered the manner of it, and that it had taken place in the clearing in the wood. He declared that the lad must have been ill, as Angie had already reasoned, and comforted her as best he could, before going out to call Lithie and tell her too. ‘He was a good lad, I thought,’ Lithie said. ‘I’d never have dreamed he’d do that to himself, and in such a place! A great pity it spoiled your special day!’
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