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The story so far…

 

In April 1665, Abigail Winters and her family begin a journey to the New World, because her father, Presbyterian pastor Thomas Winters, is being persecuted by the government. On the way, there is a terrific storm, and at its height there is a green flash, and the ship is translated to a new world.

After they land on the east coast of Dagâran, Abigail and her boyfriend, Jacob Wallingford, are sent to seek a source of fresh water. When they return, the rest of the settlers have been massacred by pirates. There are also bodies of three strangers, whom Jacob searches. He finds a triangular, red stone in a red buckskin pouch around the neck of one of them. They burn the bodies of their friends to give what respect they can, then set off through the neighbouring forest to find help.

Two young people from Nordvein, Aidren and Ellyn, come across them and realise Abigail and Jacob are not from Veylindré because they have no Waymark on their foreheads. 

Back in Nordvein, they meet the Waymage, Shaunan, who becomes their mentor and guide. They show her the red stone and Shaunan recognises it as a Bloodstone. She warns them to keep it secret. Shaunan decides they need to be taken to Luvodican, the capital city of Dagâran, to be taught about the Way, and Aidren and Ellyn accompany them to gain some experience of the wider world. After some adventures, the five of them arrive in Luvodican and First Waymage Marinden allows them to lodge in the Visitors’ Hall of the Temple. Abigail’s and Jacob’s learning begins – about the lands and peoples of the Commonweal of Veylindré and about the Way – the religious/magic system of this world, which is accessed by using Goldstones. Aidren and Ellyn continue their training as a warrior and a cordwainer respectively.

In the meantime, Portak, an agent of the Prophet of the One, ruler of Talamdor, has been despatched to find out if there were any survivors from the Havimi attack.

Abigail settles down well, apart from grieving for her family, but Jacob finds it harder to accept the Way, which has six goddesses, so different to Christianity. He is apprenticed to Master Kalen, a smith, which helps somewhat. Abigail is mentored by Shaunan, who realises she has special gifts. Shaunan resolves to take Abigail and Jacob to Ranusheim, the spiritual capital of all Veylindré.

At the Festival of Dagârastide, Abigail and Jacob undergo the Ceremony of Assignment and receive their Waymarks. Jacob’s is Dagâran, as befits a smith. Abigail’s is Ranusian, which means that one day, she could become a Waymage herself.

The five of them visit the rulers of Dagâran and learn that Havimi pirates have been sighted in the Gulf of Dagâran, so they decide to take the overland route to Ranusheim, through Néartania and Lènium. Ylonya, an Yrusian guide, joins the company. 

After they have reached Talmis, a town in south-eastern Néartania, Shaunan takes them to the local temple to participate in worship. After the service, Jacob bolts. Aidren follows him and Jacob shares some of his struggles with the Six. 

When Aidren leaves Jacob alone for a couple of minutes, he is abducted by Portak.

Abigail is distraught about Jacob’s disappearance. When Ylonya fails to find him, Shaunan tells her that the only way to discover where he has gone is to ask the High Waymages at Ranusheim.

Jacob wakes up on a boat on the River Clearwater. His recent memories (since his arrival in Veylindré) have been wiped by Portak, whom he now sees as his only friend. He has even forgotten Abigail, except in dreams.

The company travels to Céardochis, a big trading centre in Néartania, then on to Néartanis, the capital. 

Jacob and Portak cross the Talamdorian Mountains using a secret pass. As they continue their journey towards Talamunem City, Jacob learns a little about Talamdor.

Just outside Néartanis, the company is attacked by three strangers and although Ylonya and Aidren win the fight, both are injured.

 

now read on…

 


Chapter 1 

 

When Abigail found Ellyn, she was sitting with her back against a tree, her head on her knees, her hands clamped tightly over her face. Abigail sat down carefully beside her, put a hand on one arm.

“Ellyn, my friend, what is grieving you?”

A head shake and the sound of a sob escaping clenched teeth. Abigail sat, waiting in silence for Ellyn to be ready to share whatever was on her heart. It was the only gift she could give her friend.

Eventually, Ellyn raised her head, took her hands away from her face, to reveal it puffy with crying. Abigail put one arm around her shoulders.

“Ellyn, dear one, what is troubling you?”

“Oh, Abi,” Ellyn said, horror and loathing filling her voice, “I killed a man – a real person, just like me.” She shuddered. “If you’d asked me earlier today whether I could take an axe and drive it into someone’s head, I’d have thought you were mad. Yet it turns out I was capable. When I saw that man hurting Aidren, I snatched up that axe and…”

She paused as the tears flowed down her cheeks, biting down savagely on her lower lip. Abigail hugged her close and the younger girl clung to her. Images of an axe cleaving the man’s skull were bursting from her. Abigail wasn’t trying to use her new gifts, but she had only had to touch Ellyn and could somehow read her mind.

“Ellyn, listen to me,” she said, gently but firmly. “You had no choice. If you hadn’t – done what you did, Aidren would be dead. And I know that if it had been Jacob, or Shaunan or you, I would have done the same.”

Ellyn’s head came up off Abigail’s shoulder. “Really? You would have done the same? You promise me that’s true?”

Abigail took a deep breath before answering. “Yes, I swear it, by the Six and the Way.”

“And you’re a Ranusian initiate, so you can’t lie,” Ellyn said, clearly comforted. “Thank you, Abi, that helps.”

Abigail hugged her again. “Shaunan will be able to heal Aidren, I’m sure of it,” she said. 

But her mind was reeling in surprise. ‘You’re a Ranusian initiate, so you can’t lie.’ She had never sworn by the Six before, except at the Ceremony of Assignment, and was stunned by how naturally it had come. Maybe she truly belonged in this world now.

 

After an uneasy night’s sleep, Abigail was woken by the light of the morning sun on her face. For a moment, she could not understand why they were sleeping outside, then memory came flooding back. They had been attacked by Talamdorian agents, who were searching for her. Another had already found Jacob. Ylonya and Aidren had been injured. And if Ellyn hadn’t killed the man trying to kill Aidren, he would have died. She bolted up out of her blankets and went to find Shaunan.

“You must help me to spy out the land,” Shaunan said. “We will take it in turns to keep our minds open along the way.”

“How are Ylonya and Aidren?” Abigail asked.

“Ylonya’s throat is sore, as you might expect, and I am worried about Aidren’s eye. We will need to find shelter in Néartanis, so I can treat it again.”

Abigail was more concerned about Ellyn. Her friend had tossed and turned half the night, sometimes crying out in her sleep. But she didn’t want to worry Shaunan.

Néartanis was an imposing city, as befitted the capital of all Néartania. Its limestone walls were wide and high, with tall gates of bronze set in them at intervals, to serve the many roads that led there. As Abigail rode through the crowded streets, lined with shops, houses and taverns, she kept her mind wide open. Everyone around her looked so innocent – ordinary citizens on ordinary errands, and swaggering sailors, clad in Yrusian ultramarine blue, with gold glinting in their earlobes and on their fingers. But then again, their attackers had looked like Garûnan Watchmen – she had learned by bitter experience that appearances could be deceptive. 

Gulls were wheeling in the air above them, filling it with their strident calls, and among the more familiar smells of beasts and people, she could catch a hint of the clean, salt scent of the sea. Of course. She had forgotten that Néartanis was on the coast. 

“What are we going to do next?” Ellyn asked.

“Ylonya will find somewhere safe for us to stay,” Shaunan replied in a low voice, “then she and Aidren will go down to the wharf to book a passage on the next ship across the Néartanian Straits tomorrow morning. In the meantime, no-one must go out alone. Keep a good look out all around you and speak to no stranger.”

Ylonya glanced up at this, then brought her horse alongside Shaunan’s and spoke to her in an undertone. Abigail could sense Shaunan’s startled reaction. What was Ylonya saying? Then the Waymage nodded.

“Follow me,” Ylonya said. She led them through narrow streets and alleys, taking a convoluted route, doubling back on herself. Surely they wouldn’t be followed now? She took them down another narrow street, piled high with refuse. Abigail wrinkled her nose. She hoped Ylonya knew what she was doing. Then the Yrusian halted, swung down off her horse, and gestured to the rest of them to do the same. She led them round the back of a tall house with shuttered windows and a general air of dilapidation. “Leave the horses here but bring your packs.”

Aidren and Ellyn looked as mystified as Abigail felt, but Shaunan said, “Do as she says.”

Shouldering their packs, they followed Ylonya as she took out her Goldstone, put her other hand on the door and muttered something. It opened silently, but they could see no-one within. “Wait here,” she said. “I must speak to Kendris.”

 

The room she had left them in was dark and gloomy, with shuttered windows and a dank smell of disuse. Shaunan held up her Goldstone, murmured, “Gal lo bynn leumin” and made light. The warm, yellow glow from her Goldstone lit up a bare space. There was no furniture, and the floorboards were old and poorly set – a cold draught was whistling up through them. The room had two doors, the one they had come in through, and another, through which Ylonya had disappeared. The youngsters clustered round her and she could sense their unease.

“Fear not,” she said. “Ylonya has a plan which will allow us to travel to Lènium undetected.”

“Who is this Kendris she has gone to see?” Aidren asked.

“I suspect he is the Guild’s agent in Néartanis. If she can persuade him to help us, we will be safe.”

“But how can we leave here without being seen?” Ellyn said. “Any ship or boat we take will mean going down to the harbour, where anyone might see us.”

Shaunan could hear the strain in Ellyn’s voice. She was afraid Ylonya’s planned route would test the girl’s endurance to its limit.

“Do not fret,” she said. “You know we can trust Ylonya.”

Abigail stepped up and put her arm round the younger girl. “I’m sure it will all work out.” 

Then Ylonya re-entered the room, followed by a tall, tanned Yrusian with a long, jagged scar on his right cheek. “This is Kendris. He has agreed let us use the secret passage.”

“Secret passage?” Aidren repeated. “How will that help us leave Néartanis? And what about the horses?”

“You will see, young man,” Kendris said in a gruff voice. “I will care for your mounts. They could not go where you will be going. Bring your packs with you.”

Shaunan soothed Aidren’s distrust, then said, “Thank you, Kendris. Lead on.”

They followed him back through the inner door, then down a long flight of narrow stairs, lit only by her Goldstone and those of Abigail, Ylonya, and Kendris, in the lead. As they descended, the air got colder and damper. Shaunan devoutly hoped this plan would work. They came out into a broad cave, carved out of the bedrock under Néartanis. Its walls glittered with mica. There was a metal door set in one wall, in the centre of which was an engraved Yrusian sigil.

“Where are we?” Ellyn asked.

“Under the harbour,” Kendris said, his voice echoing in the space. “This entrance is only known to a few. Do not betray my trust by revealing it to any other.”

“We will not,” Ylonya said. “My thanks, Kendris. Please let Mistress Margera know where we have gone, and about the attack.”

“I will,” Kendris said, a crooked smile on his scarred face. “May the Way guard and guide you all.”

“Thank you, Kendris,” Shaunan said. “The Wayzenmoot is in your debt. May the Way be with you also.”

The man nodded at her, then strode across to the door, his Goldstone in his hand, muttering under his breath. It opened and Kendris gestured them through. Then closed the door behind them with a clang.

 

“Where are we?” Ellyn asked. 

“At the beginning of a secret path under the Néartanian Straits,” Ylonya said, her voice still hoarse. “It was carved centuries ago, when Yrusian traders wished to avoid certain… obligations, shall we say? Now it is known only to Guild members.” 

Ylonya raised her Goldstone and Ellyn saw a long, straight track disappearing into the darkness ahead of them as far as the light could reach. The walls and roof of this strange tunnel were irregular in shape, as though its ancient makers had cared only for the smoothness of the path beneath their feet. The darkness around them was immense. It was eerily quiet – no creature lived down here. It felt hard to breathe. Her heart sank. Ever since the nightmares that had followed the deaths of her parents, she had feared being trapped underground, unable to get out. She bit her lip.

“A road under the sea? You mean that the sea is above us, and all around us?” Aidren asked.

Oh, Néarta! What if it breaks in? We will all be drowned. Ellyn fought with her fear, tried to hold on to her faith that Ylonya and Aunt Shaunan would not have brought them this way if it had not been safe.

“Yes, indeed,” Ylonya said. “It stretches for twenty miles, across the width of the Straits, and comes up in another safe house in Taellingsford.”

Aidren whistled long and low in appreciation. Being underground didn’t seem to bother him at all.

“How long will it take us to get there?” Abigail asked.

“About six hours, longer if we stop for a rest.”

“Then we had better make a start,” Shaunan said.

None of them seemed worried. It was incredible. Ellyn sent up a prayer of silent entreaty, Beloved Néarta, guard and guide me on this path.

Ylonya led the way, the light of her Goldstone shining blue-white, Abigail following her. Ellyn noticed that her friend’s Goldstone shed a warmer, yellower light. She must ask Aunt Shaunan why. Then Aidren and Ellyn herself. Aunt Shaunan brought up the rear. Something about this path seemed to encourage silence. The only sounds she could hear were the firm footfalls of her friends and their quiet breathing. The long minutes dragged past, each seeming to last an eternity. She had no idea how long they had been in this… hole, cut off from light and fresh air. The warmth in the tunnel was stifling. Would they ever see daylight again? Clutching the Goldstone around her neck, she started to count her footsteps, hoping to calm herself that way. She got to nearly three thousand before losing count. Doggedly, she began again. Then the fear rose up inside, choking her. She gasped aloud, unable to help herself.

“It is all right, Ellyn,” Shaunan said from behind her. “We are quite safe.”

Ellyn whirled to face her. “How can you say that?” she demanded. “Nothing on this journey has been ‘safe’ since Céardochis…” She bit off what she had been going to say, and continued, “What if the sea breaks in? There’s nowhere we can escape to.”

The others stopped, startled by her outburst. Ylonya came back to join them. “It is safe, Ellyn. We maintain it regularly. And we’re nearly half-way through now.”

“You mean we still have more than half the distance to go?” Not reassuring. Ellyn fought for self-control. She was a heartbeat from screaming and crying, fleeing from all of them. 

A hand reached out, grasped hers. A warm hand, callused from using a sword. Aidren’s. She clung to it desperately.

“I am with you,” his voice said, reaching through the vortex of her fear. “Walk with me, Ellyn. I will look after you.”

The touch of his hand made her fears recede somewhat. “Oh, Aidren. Don’t ever leave me.” She collapsed against him and burst into tears. His other arm came round her, stroking her hair. So gently.

“I am here, dear one, I am here.”

 

They walked on. Abigail’s heart was full of joy for her friend. At last, Ellyn and Aidren were together. She could hear their soft, murmured conversation behind her. Oh, Jacob. Where are you now? A pang of loss, quickly suppressed. Mustn’t think about him. Firmly, she directed her thoughts back to her friend. She hadn’t realised that Ellyn feared confined spaces so much. Then she remembered the cave on the way to Myndorian. Which seemed like a lifetime ago. In the long seisdags since then, she and Ellyn had become so close. 

Up ahead, Ylonya stopped, took off her pack. “I think we could all do with a rest, and something to eat.” 

Abigail shrugged off her own pack gratefully. Her back and shoulders were aching from the unaccustomed weight. Ylonya and Aidren both looked weary; neither had fully recovered from the fight two days before. She hoped they would be able to purchase horses in Lènium. Soon the five of them were seated in a circle of Goldstone light on the stony path, with blankets from their packs beneath them for comfort, munching on feolin and taking sips of water. The darkness around them was vast and Abigail began to understand Ellyn’s fear a little better. She and Shaunan took it in turns to eat, so that the light of their Goldstones could be maintained, and to give Ylonya a rest. Abigail felt tired – it was the first time she had used her new powers for any sustained length of time. Then she felt Shaunan’s hand on her shoulder blade and new strength flooding through her. Of course, the power of augmentation. Why hadn’t she thought to do that herself? She smiled at her mentor.

It is going to take me a while to get used to my new powers.

She heard Shaunan’s gentle laugh in her mind. It was the same for all of us. You are doing well.

She blushed. Thank you.

Soon, all too soon for Abigail, they were on their way again. She sensed a rush of relief from Ellyn and guessed the delay had been hard on her. Aidren had stayed close to her, his one dark eye fixed on her face. The other was hidden by a patch to give it time to heal. Now for the last effort. She raised her Goldstone again, and its golden yellow light flared out through her fingers, warm and reassuring.

By the time they reached the end of the passage, Abigail was so weary that the simple act of putting one foot in front of the other was an effort. She had no idea how much time had passed. Would it still be night outside? The path started to rise gently and they saw another door in front of them.

“Wait here,” Ylonya said. “Kendris has taught me the words to let us out of here, but none of you may hear them.”

She strode forward, her Goldstone held high, touched the Yrusian sigil at the centre of the door, and murmured something Abigail didn’t catch. The door swung open silently. Ylonya stood aside to allow the others to go through, then came through herself and closed it behind her. They were in another cave like the one in Néartanis. Abigail took off her pack and sank to the floor with a weary sigh. She took out her water flask and drained it. Aidren, Ellyn and Shaunan joined her. 

“Stay here,” Ylonya said. “I must seek the owner of the house and explain our presence to her. Do not stray from this place.”

After a short time, she returned with a small, dark woman, her long black hair in braids swung round her head in a coronet.

“This is Genira, an old friend. She will help us. Genira, this is Shaunan, Waymage of Nordvein. Abigail is her initiate. The other two are Aidren, a warrior of Dagâra and Ellyn, a Néartanian cordwainer.”

“We are pleased to meet you, Genira,” Shaunan said formally, her right hand making the gesture of welcome and friendship. “We would be grateful if you would let us stay here today, then find us some horses to continue our journey.”

“Of course, Waymage. It would be my privilege.” Her voice was light, musical.

They rose to their feet and followed Ylonya and Genira up the stairs to the house above. It was an effort for Abigail to force her aching knees to bend and straighten.

Genira showed them into three pleasant bedrooms, then said, “Rest, refresh yourselves. I will have a meal ready at sixth hour.”

“Thank you, Genira. We are in your debt,” Shaunan said.

 

 

Once the door had shut behind Genira, Ellyn rushed over to the window of the room she was sharing with Abigail and threw it open. She gulped in the fresh air. Dawn was just breaking, and she drank in the sight of the rooftops of the houses opposite. It was such a relief to be out of that place.

“Take care,” Abigail said behind her. “No-one must see us.”

For a moment, Ellyn thought of rebelling. She needed to breathe, needed to feel the air on her face. Then her brain caught up with her emotions, and she drew back. Abigail was right, as usual. If an agent of the Prophet saw them now, all the long agony of the fear she had felt for Aidren and of the journey through the tunnel would be wasted.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “I just needed to…”

“I know,” Abigail said, her voice sympathetic. “You did so well, Ellyn. You made it through.”

Ellyn flushed. It didn’t seem right that Abigail was praising her. If her friend only knew how close she had been to losing her nerve completely, to running, screaming. If it hadn’t been for Aidren, she would have gone mad. Then she remembered. Abigail was Ranusian now. She had probably been reading her thoughts. Ellyn stiffened.

“What is wrong?”

“Have you been reading my mind?” Ellyn asked, fighting to keep the suspicion out of her voice.

“No, of course not. I wouldn’t do that to you. But your fear was clear to see on your face. And I could sense it.”

Ellyn relaxed. “I don’t think I would have made it, if Aidren hadn’t been with me,” she admitted. “I was so grateful to him. The touch of his hand was what I needed to master my fears.”

“I’m so happy for you, my dear friend. I hope the two of you will be as happy together as Jacob and I were.”

Abigail’s voice was so sad, so wistful. Ellyn felt a pang of sorrow for her. “Oh, Abigail. I’m sure we’ll find him. When we get to Ranusheim, the Wayzenmoot will know what to do.”

Abigail sighed, a deep sigh that seemed to come from her heart. “I hope so. Every day we are apart, my hope dwindles. Who knows where he may be by now?”

“I’m so sorry,” Ellyn said. There seemed to be nothing else she could say. She didn’t want to raise her friend’s hopes, but surely the Wayzenmoot could do anything they set their minds to.

“Don’t worry about me,” Abigail said. “Tell me about you and Aidren.”

Ellyn felt a surge of joy. “I can’t believe he loves me back. He told me he has loved me for a long time, but he thought Aunt Shaunan would never permit him to court me. I don’t see why not… do you?”

“I don’t really know enough about Veylindréan marriage customs to answer that,” Abigail said slowly. “But like you, I don’t see why there should be a problem. I think Aidren will have proved his worth sufficiently on this journey to satisfy her. If I know one thing about Shaunan, it is that she is fair.”

“Oh, I hope you are right. I love him so much.”

“I’m sure I am. Come, let us rest now. I’m so very tired.”

The two of them took off their shoes and slipped under the coverlets. As soon as her head hit the pillow, Ellyn was asleep.

 


Chapter 2 

 

Abigail was woken by Shaunan shaking her shoulder. “Abigail, it is time for lunch.”

“Lunch? Where are we?” Then she remembered the events of the night before – the long walk through the under-sea passage and their arrival at Genira’s house at dawn. “Goodness! How long have I slept?”

“More than six hours,” Shaunan said with a chuckle. “You must have needed it. But come, now.”

After they had eaten in Genira’s comfortable kitchen, all seated around the table, the copper pans on the dresser winking in the warm light of two oil lamps, the Yrusian woman took a long look at Abigail, making her feel uneasy. “I must say, I agree with Ylonya.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your appearance is far too distinctive. Your blonde hair stands out.”

Abigail’s hand automatically went to her hair. “What are you saying?”

“Your description is known to the agents of the Prophet of the One,” Ylonya said. “I think it would be best if you agreed to have it cut shorter and dyed. With your pale skin, we could alter your appearance sufficiently to pass you off as Garûnalonden.”

Abigail looked at Shaunan. “Do you agree with them?”

Shaunan nodded. “It would be safer. We still have a long way to travel, and it would be better for you to look less conspicuous.”

Abigail’s stomach clenched. Was this really happening? “All right, Shaunan, if you think it’s necessary,” she said, then to Genira, “I am in your hands.” 

But inside she felt like crying. Jacob loved her long, blonde hair so much. It felt as though another link to him was being severed. Quite literally.

Genira led her to a small room at the back of the house, lined with shelves full of bottles, packets and hanging bunches of herbs, which smelled wonderful, filling the room with their combined scents, reminding her of her mother’s kitchen garden in summer. Don’t think about that. Below the shelves, a long spotlessly clean wooden table was set against each wall, on one of which stood a set of brass scales and a marble pestle and mortar. 

“Please sit,” Genira said, gesturing to a chair. “Let me see. I think if we use henna, we can turn you into a redhead. And I’d like to cut your hair to just beneath your shoulders, so you can tie it back in a short ponytail at the nape of your neck.”

Abigail looked at her in dismay. “Oh no! Do you really have to cut that much off? It’s taken me many years to grow it this long.”

Genira’s gaze softened. “I know this is hard for you. But reaching Ranusheim unobserved is the most important thing now. Ylonya told me about the attack on the road to Néartanis.”

Part of Abigail wanted to rebel, to stand up and walk out of the room. She loved her long, blonde hair. And Jacob… better not think about it. Then she remembered the high price Ylonya and Aidren had already paid to ensure her safety. If disguising herself would prevent another such incident, she had no choice. She met Genira’s eyes, saw the sympathy there and knew the woman was right. Steeling herself, she said, “Carry on.”

For a while there was silence as Genira plied her scissors. Abigail listened to the soft crunching sound of metal through hair, as the long strands drifted to the floor. She bit her lip, trying not to cry. How stupid, to be so vain. Her father would have been horrified. She distracted herself by looking around the room, moving only her eyes, not her head. She had never seen so many different herbs in one place. 

At length, Genira was done. “Now for the dye,” she said. She reached up, took a packet off one of the shelves, and measured several large spoonsful of a browny-green powder into a bowl. “I need to mix it with warm water,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”

Abigail took advantage of her absence to stand up and examine the herbs more closely. She recognised some of the names – feverfew, yarrow, sage, comfrey, valerian – but others were unknown to her.

“Here we are,” Genira said. “Put this on,” holding out a voluminous coverall, “and sit down.”

Abigail jumped. She had not heard the woman re-entering the room. “I’m sorry,” she said. “These are fascinating.”

“I run an apothecary. It is a fine profession, helping to heal others.”

“But you’re Yrusian. I thought that only people with Ranusian and Lèniumen Waymarks could be healers.” She blushed – that sounded rude.

Genira smiled at her. “You are right, but my mother was a healer, and I learned much from her. I do not heal with these herbs. I sell them to healers, so my Waymark is Yrusian. My skill is preparing the herbs to bring out their healing properties.”

She put a dark cloth around Abigail’s shoulders, then started to apply the dye, working it in with her fingers, until her whole head was covered. It smelled rich, almost grassy and was warm and gloopy in consistency, like thick mud. When she was done, she said, “It has to be left on for two hours. I will wrap another cloth around your head to keep the mixture warm, which will help it to take. In the meantime, let’s find you some other clothes to wear. The Prophet’s agents will expect you to be wearing Dagâran garb, so different garments will add to your disguise.”

She led Abigail to another room, obviously a bedroom, with two large wardrobes against one wall. “If we are trying to pass you off as Garûnalonden,” she said, “you had better be wearing blue or green, the colours they favour.”

“But what about my Waymark?” Abigail asked. “That shows I am Ranusian, not Garûnalonden.”

“That is true,” Genira said, with a quizzical glance, “but we are only disguising you from a distance. And there are many Garûnalonden who bear a Ranusian Waymark.”

“Oh, of course. I keep forgetting.”

“I wonder whether it would be possible to turn you into a boy…” She looked closely at Abigail, who was horrified at this idea. “No, perhaps not. Your figure is too womanly for that and having to bind your breasts flat would be uncomfortable for you.”

“Not to mention the fact I would have to share a room with Aidren. I can’t do that – I just can’t. Ellyn would never forgive me.”

“Ah, I had not realised they were together,” Genira said, a twinkle in her eye. “Never mind. Fortunately, the women of Garûnalond often wear close-fitting trews for travelling, so let’s see what I have here.” 

She opened the wardrobe door. Abigail was astonished to see an array of clothing of all different colours and styles, breeches, trews, tunics, gowns, shirts and floor-length robes, all hung up neatly, or folded on a wide shelf above.

“Let me see,” Genira said. She reached in and brought out two pairs of dark blue trews with straight legs and high waists, a dark brown leather belt and a long-sleeved, high-necked jerkin, also dark blue. “These should do,” she said, holding them up against Abigail. “Do you have shirts to go with them?”

Abigail couldn’t quite believe this was happening. “Yes,” she said faintly, “I do.” Then, remembering her manners, “Thank you, Genira.” But how she wished it hadn’t been necessary.

“You’re welcome.” She paused, then continued, “Ylonya saved my life when we were on a mission in Garûnalond several years ago. I fell into a fast-moving river and would have drowned, had she not jumped in and saved me. So, anything I can do for you, her companion, helps to repay my debt to her. Would you like to wait in your room until it is time to rinse the dye off?”

“Yes, please. And would you send Ellyn up to keep me company?”

“Surely.” 

 

Ellyn found her friend sitting on the edge of her bed, swathed in a coverall, with a cloth wound round her head. She stopped short in the doorway, her hand over her mouth. “What is Genira doing to you?”

Abigail’s eyes filled with tears. “She has cut my hair so short – it’s not much longer than yours now – and dyed it red. She’s trying to turn me into a Garûnalonden.”

Ellyn hastened to reassure her. “I’m sure it will look lovely. How long does the dye have to stay on for?”

“She said two hours, and I think about half an hour has passed. Shall we do our Immersion practice?”

“That’s a good idea,” Ellyn said. “Today has been so topsy-turvy; walking all night, going to bed at dawn and waking up at lunchtime.”

The two girls settled in their usual postures on the floor – Abigail on her knees, Ellyn with her legs crossed, and closed their eyes. For the next fifteen minutes, there was no sound in the room except for their gentle breathing as they went through their daily prayer and meditation ritual. This shared practice brought peace to both of them, and they rarely missed it.

“That’s better,” Abigail said. “I’m going to read the herbal Shaunan lent me. What are you going to do?”

“I’ll carry on working on the bag,” Ellyn said, walking over to her pack and getting it out. 

“It really is a beautiful piece of work. When are you going to give it to Shaunan?”

Ellyn smiled to herself, so pleased her friend had not guessed her secret. “I thought perhaps at Lèniastide. Hopefully we’ll be in Ranusheim by then. It will be wonderful to celebrate a festival there.”

“Yes, and Lèniastide will be the perfect time. May I have a look?”

Ellyn passed it over. “I’ve just got the Ranusian sigil to finish now,” she said. “I’m planning to stitch it in gold on the top flap.”

She watched Abigail examine the bag. She had been working on it for nearly ten seisdags and was pleased at how well it had come together. The rich, brown leather had been burnished until it shone, using beeswax to make it waterproof, and she had incorporated various compartments into the inner lining, using soft, flexible pigskin, to make the contents easy to locate. Two long straps, fastened with buckles of gleaming brass, were for carrying it on the shoulders. It was the most complex piece she had ever crafted. She hoped Master Markhan would find it acceptable as her journeywoman piece. That is, if she ever saw Master Markhan again.

“It really is beautiful,” Abigail said. “I’d love to own a healer’s bag as fine as that.”

Ellyn grinned. “Maybe I’ll make another one for you, one day.”

Abigail’s face lit up. “Oh, Ellyn! That would be marvellous.”

 

A knock on the door. “It is time to have the dye washed out,” Genira said, beckoning to Abigail.

Abigail put the herbal back into her pack and stood. “I’m coming.”

It took several rinses to wash all the henna out of her hair. Genira gave her a towel to dry it with, and said, “I’ll see you downstairs.”

“Do you have a reflector?” 

“In my bedroom. The third on the right.”

Back in her own room, Abigail dried her hair, which seemed to take no time at all, then combed it, and tied it back in a ponytail. Her head felt so light. Then she changed into the Garûnalonden clothing – the dark blue trousers fitted her well, cinched in at the waist by the belt, but she had to turn them up at the bottom. Then she slipped along the corridor to Genira’s room. It faced onto the street, so she was careful to keep well away from the window. A beautiful bed dominated the room, covered with a fine embroidered quilt, with a high headboard made of a dark, well-polished wood carved with flowers and leaves. The reflector stood in one corner. Abigail tiptoed towards it, eager to see what she looked like.

She hardly recognised the girl in the reflector. It was amazing the difference the shorter, darker hair made to her face, with the Waymark on her forehead, and the clothes looked so exotic to her, much as the Dagâran riding clothes had when she had first arrived in Veylindré. And she looked taller than she remembered. It had been a long while since she had seen herself in a reflector. 

“Now for it,” she said to her reflection. “I wonder what the others will think of the new me?”

She walked down the stairs, took a deep breath, then went in. Shaunan, Ellyn, Aidren and Ylonya were sitting round the fire, talking quietly with Genira.

Ylonya glanced up. “Abigail? By the Six, you look so different!”

After that remark, Abigail felt surrounded by eyes. Ellyn jumped up from her chair and rushed over to hug her. “I love it! You look so different, but still so pretty.”

“You are a striking young woman in either guise,” Shaunan agreed.

Aidren said nothing. He just stared. Abigail felt her cheeks warming.

Genira walked over to her, pressed a sealed packet into her hand. “Here is some more of the henna dye, for when new blonde growth begins to show.”

“Thank you, Genira, I am most grateful.”

“Now that Abigail’s transformation is complete,” Shaunan said, “we must be on our way. We leave at first light tomorrow.”

 

It had been so good to stay with Genira. Not only had she sheltered them all and disguised Abigail, but also procured horses for them and given them ample food for the onward journey. And the day’s rest, without much conversation, had done wonders for her throat. Ylonya felt a pang of regret as they left, who knew when she would be able to see Genira again… but she had long ago accepted the transience of encounters with friends. It was an inextricable part of her wandering life.

“Which way are we travelling?” Shaunan asked her, as they rode through the winding streets at first light. 

Few people were around at this early hour. Their horses’ hooves sounded loud in Ylonya’s ears, echoing around the empty streets. She hoped they would be able to leave Taellingsford undetected. She would not rest easy until she had delivered them safely to Ranusheim.

“The most straightforward route would be to ride north towards Lèniashaven, then cut through the Vale of Berlysian to the beginning of the Land Bridge.”

“I hope we will be able to stop at the Hall of Healing,” Shaunan said, “while we are crossing the Vale. I have used many herbs and potions on our journey and would like to stock up.”

“I don’t see why not,” Ylonya said.

“Oh, this is gorgeous,” Abigail said behind her. “Why do they paint their houses like this, Ylonya?”

Ylonya answered, “I agree – they do make a colourful display.” She glanced around, admiring the brightly coloured houses, which made a wonderful kaleidoscope of soft terracotta reds, pinks, blues, yellows and whites, gleaming in the early morning light. Many had wooden balconies, and most of the houses were decorated with delicate paintings of flowers and herbs, or of scenes from Veylindré’s history. “You will find painted houses like these all over Lènium. The Lèniumen like to show their love of the herbs for which they are famous. And Taellingsford is the home of the Hall of Tradition, where all the musicians and storytellers are trained.”

“I remember their wonderful costumes, so brightly coloured, when we saw them perform at Luvodican,” Ellyn said, her clear voice carrying on the still air. “That was where we heard The Tale of the Seventh Goddess.”

“Yes, it was marvellous,” Abigail said.

“Nevertheless, I will be glad to leave it behind us,” Ylonya said, in a low voice, her finger on her lips, “too many eyes and ears.” She was not sure even now that the younger girl appreciated the danger they were all in.

“I’m not going to take the main road,” she told Shaunan. “We have taken a great deal of trouble to reach Lènium undetected. It would be foolish to draw attention to ourselves again.”

“Yours is the knowing. How long will it take us to reach Lèniashaven?”

“Three days if the weather remains fair, longer if not. Then another couple of days to reach the Vale.”

“It feels like we have been travelling forever,” Ellyn said. “I never knew Veylindré was so large.”

Ylonya suppressed a snort of derision. Bless the child, she had no idea. “I expect we will be seeing a great deal more of it before our journey is done.”

 

Once again, Shaunan was grateful for Ylonya’s extensive knowledge of the back roads of Veylindré. She took them on a convoluted route, sticking to unpaved, muddy tracks through small villages, avoiding any towns. Yet she always found somewhere for them to stay – her network of contacts seemed endless. Shaunan guessed the Yrusian had stayed in many of these places on her trading journeys as well as on her more clandestine trips. And, so far as Shaunan could detect, they were not being followed. She and Abigail had taken it in turns to open their minds to the surrounding countryside and had not picked up any sense of malevolence. Which was a relief. One such encounter had been more than enough.

The landscape they were riding through was subtly different to Néartania, more hilly and with smaller fields. In other seasons, Shaunan knew the Lèniumen would have every possible patch of land under cultivation, although at this time of year, there were not many crops to be seen – mainly winter-growing root vegetables. It was miserable weather for journeying, cold with a bitter wind and freezing rain, which often turned to sleet. They rode mostly in silence, each wrapped in their own thoughts. At night it took them some time to thaw out before they sought their beds. Lènium was bleaker than Shaunan remembered, although the only times she had visited this land had been first as an adept on her way to Ranusheim, then as a very new Waymage, heading back home to Nordvein, many years before, during the Seasons of Growth and First Fruits respectively. No wonder it looked different.

She was looking forward to visiting the Vale of Berlysian again. She remembered it as a place of beauty and tranquillity, nestled in the Lèniumen Hills. It was there she had done her training as a healer, and it had been a long while since she had re-stocked her healer’s bag.

They skirted around Lèniashaven and made for the Hills to the north-east. They made good time, in spite of the weather, and on the fifth day after leaving Taellingsford, they reached the Vale. They rode between the two hills which marked the entrance to it, and the change in the weather was startling. The sky cleared, the sun came out and the very air seemed warmer. Birdsong filled the air around them, a refreshing change from the silence of the past few days. 

They followed the path of a small river, which ran down the centre of the Vale. Some miles further on they came to the main settlement, Berlysian itself. Berlysian, home of the Hall of Healing, where she had trained so many years before, and also the main centre for the preparation and sale of the herbs grown all over central Lènium. A collection of compact, two-storeyed wooden buildings set in extensive herb gardens clustered around the Hall of Healing and the Herbarium. Shaunan knew that some of the smaller buildings were home to the herbalists who made their living cultivating and preparing the herbs for which the Vale was famous. Most of the healers lived in the Hall itself. Others were hostels for visiting healers, like her, and for other travellers. 

“Here we are,” she said. “I will ask at the Hall for accommodation. At this time of year, one of the hostels should have room for us.”

She swung off her horse and gave the reins to Ylonya. 

The Hall of Healing was even more beautiful than she remembered, and pleasantly warm. Made almost entirely of wood, every surface gleamed gently in the sunlight coming in through the wide windows. She walked up to the reception desk, behind which sat a woman clad in lilac robes.

“My name is Shaunan, Waymage of Nordvein in north-east Dagâran. I am travelling to Ranusheim with four companions. Do you have anywhere we could stay for the night?”

“Good evening, Waymage Shaunan. You are welcome in Berlysian,” the woman said with a polite inclination of her head. “I am Danisa, Warden of the Hall of Healing. May I test your Waymark, please?”

“Of course.” She sighed inwardly for the changes in the world – she would not have been asked twenty years ago. Even here, it seemed, lessons of caution had been learned.

That done, Danisa asked, “And who are your companions?”

“Abigail, my initiate, Ellyn, my niece, Aidren, a young warrior of Dagâra, and Ylonya, our Yrusian guide. They are waiting outside with our horses.”

“Then I will come and meet them. There is room for you all in one of the Herbalist Hostels.”

“That was my hope. Thank you.”

The hostel Danisa led them to was a broad-fronted two-storeyed building about half a mile from the Hall. “The stables are round the back. I will introduce you to the hostel warden.”

Once they had stabled the horses, she led them into the hostel itself. “Tarlen,” she said, “I have some visitors for you. Their Waymarks are true. They have travelled far and seek a bed for the night.”

The bearded man rose to his feet and walked towards them, his right hand open in friendship. “Welcome to Berlysian. Let me show you to your rooms.”

“Thank you, Tarlen,” Shaunan said. “Is there somewhere we can eat too?”

Tarlen smiled at her, showing even, white teeth. “Of course. The dining room is through there.” He pointed to some double doors, then continued, “Dinner is served at twelfth hour, and breakfast at sixth hour. I will be on duty until sixteenth hour, but there is always someone around, if you have any further questions.”

 

The next morning, feeling well-rested, Abigail and Ellyn did their Immersion practice before going down for breakfast. Abigail had her hand on the doorknob when Ellyn called her back.

“Abigail, I have a gift for you before we visit the Herbarium.”

“A gift? For me?”

“Yes. This is for you.”

To Abigail’s astonishment, Ellyn gave her the beautiful bag she had been working on ever since Luvodican. 

“This is for me? Truly? But I thought you were making it for Shaunan…” Abigail flung her arms around her friend. “Thank you so much, Ellyn. It is absolutely beautiful.”

Ellyn hugged her back, then a broad smile lit up her face. “Aunt Shaunan asked me to make it for you when she realised that you were going to have a Ranusian Waymark, and to keep it a secret until we got here. Which is why I told you it was for her.”

Abigail sat down on her bed and began to examine the bag. It was wonderfully crafted, with many cunning compartments inside, to keep the herbs and potions organised. “It is so special,” she said. “I don’t know how to thank you enough.”

“You’re welcome, my friend. I’m so glad you like it.”

“Like it? I love it!”

When they reached the dining room, Abigail made a beeline for Shaunan. “Shaunan, how can I thank you? Ellyn has given me the healer’s bag, and it’s perfect. She told me you asked her to make it for me.”

Shaunan smiled at her. “No thanks are needed. Every healer should have their own bag. And it will be a good journeywoman piece for Ellyn, too.”

After breakfast, they packed up their belongings and set out for the Herbarium. Abigail was looking forward to seeing it – Shaunan had told her they sold every herb a Healer required. Now that she had her very own healer’s bag, she could start to build up her own stock of healing herbs. She was so excited, and so grateful to Ellyn. 

The Herbarium complex was fascinating. There were teaching rooms and preparation areas, and gardens and glass houses outside, in which the fresh herbs were grown. But the part they were visiting that day was the shop. As soon as Abigail walked in, the heady scent of the herbs hit her nostrils. She breathed in deeply, savouring it. 

“Shaunan, please would you advise me? I don’t have very much money and would like to have a selection of the most useful herbs for our journey.”

“Of course.” Shaunan began to roam around the shelves, picking various herbs as she did. “Let me see… comfrey and calendula, for minor wounds… arnica and witch hazel for muscle aches and pains… peppermint for stomach aches… camomile and lavender for soothing… echinacea for coughs and colds… yarrow for fevers, and coughs and colds…valerian to help sleep… and willow bark as a pain killer. Those should be enough to begin with. Then you will need bandages, a small pair of scissors and some tweezers.”

“Tweezers? What do I need those for?”

“They are useful for removing splinters, and for when an insect sting has remained in the wound.”

“Oh, I see.” Although Abigail had helped her mother prepare herbal remedies back home, she realised she still had so much to learn. She wished she could spend more time here, to learn all she could about healing. She stowed the packets and bottles carefully in her new bag. She felt like a proper healer now, or at least, a proper apprentice healer. She couldn’t wait for this journey to be over, when Shaunan would have time to train her properly.

 


Chapter 3 

 

As Portak had predicted, it took them another three days of miserable, cold, monotonous riding through the gloomy farmlands of Talamdor to reach Crullfeld. Jacob was rarely warm – a cold wind cut through every layer of his clothing and it took a long time to thaw out when they stopped each evening. Jacob’s resentment was growing with every step they took. Why was he doing what this man told him? If he didn’t get some answers soon, he was going to… but going to what? He knew no-one here, there was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. It was as if he were a puppet, and Portak’s hands held the strings. He ground his teeth in frustration. He hated having so little control over his life.

Crullfeld was a market town on the west bank of the River Roillon, which marked the western boundary of central Talamdor. Here, Portak told him, the local farmers brought their goods to be sold, and traders from all over Talamdor came to sell their wares. It was a thriving, bustling place. Or so it seemed on first sight. Yet Jacob sensed a frenetic feeling about it, as though everyone was desperate to succeed. As though the consequences of failure would be dire. 

“Are red and black your national colours?” Jacob asked, noticing that these were the colours most people wore.

“We favour them above others,” Portak said.

“Why do some people have the same red triangle on their foreheads as you, but others wear a silver bangle like mine?”

“Hush. Don’t ask so many questions. You will be told in good time.”

Jacob relapsed into a sullen silence. But he began to realise that the people with the bangles were of lower status than those with the forehead mark, if the quality of their clothing was anything to go by. What did it mean?

“This way,” Portak said, and led him confidently through a maze of narrow back streets. Once they left the main square, Jacob noticed the dwellings becoming smaller, less well-built. He could smell the damp and mould.

He tried again to get an answer out of Portak. “How do you know Crullfeld so well?” 

“Not now. There will be time for explanations later.”

About halfway down a mean alley, Portak stopped outside a tall, narrow house with shuttered windows. He tied his horse to a hitching post and nodded to Jacob to do the same. Then he knocked on the door; three loud knocks, followed by three soft ones. Jacob could hear footsteps shuffling down the passageway within.

“Who is it?” a quavering voice asked.

“A friend of the Prophet. Let us in immediately.”

The sound of bolts being drawn back, a harsh scream of metal on metal. Then the door opened a crack and Jacob could see an old woman’s face, hard and suspicious. Then she saw Portak and opened the door wider. “Master Portak! I was not expecting you.”

“Tell the boy to see to our horses,” Portak said. Then he pushed past her and mounted the stairs at the end of the dim hallway. Jacob shrugged and followed him. At the top of the stairs was a small landing, with three doors opening off it. Portak opened the second one and beckoned Jacob inside. He found himself in a small, bare room with two narrow beds, a table and two chairs. A film of dust lay over everything, and Jacob sneezed as it tickled his nose.

“This is the place I stay when I visit Crullfeld.” 

“Who is the woman?” 

“Nobody,” Portak snapped. “I pay her well to maintain this house for me, and to keep her mouth shut. You would be advised to do the same.”

Jacob took a step backwards. He had not seen Portak in this mood before. What was going on?

Portak drew a hand across his eyes. “I’m sorry, Jacob. I have much on my mind. We will stay here tonight.” He smiled, a smile that did not reach his eyes. “Make yourself at home. We will eat presently.”

OEBPS/image2.jpg
S~ 2150 WHOYD

usliso

nuey Jo vg

= uesse|

50\ 1R1Q)
3G URISNUA






OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
SR
7 “ . \}
Sy »....._.. :v—«w.i v\ )
.:. ....14.
....w ‘w ...4,/-./» r.

whdndntd X Pl
o o

ot

1A

- el

\ & b s et
« N - o .
o
_

- — Bl stsrcin -

THE PROPHET AND
THE WAYZENMOOT






OEBPS/image3.jpg
445240 %ﬁo

das

ﬁl sured qinoge\ \
VG0

dlsy suanoqusig 0 ssiu
o ey
GSUARTIII22D
11D waunweje ¥

A surey 7:5
. L e
0 ?‘M |r N LIl

=L 3
o
R

°q Jo Jinoy

o e
daay jreisos N\ faiog vopjoy

uereh

Z. S\ ,
= \
v\J\ e i),

\\ 2/ uoundin e AN






OEBPS/image0.jpg
SCIMITAR

EDGE





OEBPS/image1.jpg
I T

Yrusian Sea

lascan

aVirunon

: 7Y,
s Shorich Castle. A1
P I~ T
< £T=

R ) =
vz IV =
\ ~__* Nordkeep

.
~,
AN - # i
\

Roilldon Fort®%/

\ 8Cristail Keep
\SCristail Keep

7 15!
P

oo
{silvin -

alalamunem C"{J Roillby N QN \

TA

ount Tolamu Gach

A\

3
A #South Plains

Y #Deepwood Keep

e.

Southern Sea

@oms
X %J \ ¢C
CaethnissX Mistbourne Keep
o9 } :
b e Kalrhunds, 3 _C[m_}\&/\;n

Miranan

River Crisra,-/
RSRET Tstai
<

entral Plains.

River Clearware,

G

E -
Smithsport (g\

Sea of Ranu

&

Livediean

&

b






