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A Note on Names
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In this book you will find people named ‘Wise Counsel’ or ‘Gentle Heart’. These are life-names.

Progress upon the Path – the soul’s journey towards the ultimate source of truth and justice – is central to the Brahnak faith. In token of this, the Faithful choose a life-name, usually a two word phrase. It can be indicative of a quality or attitude they aspire to at this stage of their journey or refer to a passage in the teachings of Sebres Brahn.

Announcing one’s life-name before the congregation marks a change of status from child to youth. Twelve is the usual age; earlier is a mark of great self-confidence, later an indication of uncertainty about one’s path in life. Parents, presbyters and some other authorities can deny or defer the taking of a life-name, to the shame and distress of the person concerned. Loss of name is a significant punishment.

The use of life-names varies between the sects, and also between persons. Some people take a life-name but use their birth-name in ordinary life. A few sects hold that life-names should be private. While most people keep the one name throughout their life, others change their names to reflect new circumstances. Too-frequent change of name is frowned upon, but two or three name changes are not uncommon.
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Cast Out
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Chapter 1.


The Justice of the Highest
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The cell was bleak but not cruel, bare but not cold or damp, built to confine, not punish. Stone walls, a small table, a plank bed with a thin mattress and a blanket, a basic latrine, a pipe over a sink and that was all. The arrow of the divine Highest was everywhere: carved into each wall, painted on the ceiling, cut into the wood of the door, woven into the blanket. It was a symbol both of the Highest and the Upward Path all hoped to tread to reach Him at last. Faithful Service was brought to mind of her duty at every turn, and spent hours in prayer. She also spent hours worrying over her future, but to no purpose. Prayer at least brought a measure of comfort, was a familiar and well-worn path in her mind. By contrast the future was a land of unknowns, little marked.

She slept, she ate, she prayed, she worried for five days. On the sixth day, a little after breakfast, they came to take her to the Hall of Witness. There were no chains, no ill-treatment. Just two tall, silent members of the Pilgrims of Virtue, one before, one behind, that led her down the corridor, through the guardroom, up stairs, a passage, more stairs, to an antechamber. There were no chairs, no furnishings other than the inevitable symbol of the Highest, only a set of black doors. Here the three waited, standing in silence. At last, in response to some unseen signal, her escort started forward. The doors swung wide, and Faithful Service saw the still faces of the Assessors, statue-like in their robes of office on the high bench. Ten long steps forward, a turn, and she stood in the circle, facing the Highest and His earthly judges.

A figure in a white robe, hood close about the face, spoke from her left. “I am the Lamp of the Highest. You will answer my questions truthfully and without reservation, before the Highest.”

Faithful Service stood straight. “I will, before the Highest.”

“You are Faithful Service?”

“I am, sir.”

“You and your sister, Loyal Service, were bound to the protection of one Ardavas?”

“Sir, our protector was the Exemplar Graceful Deeds.”

“You will have known him by that name,” the Lamp conceded. “It is at issue whether he merits it. He was your protector?”

“He was,” confirmed Faithful Service. Her eyes prickled. Graceful Deeds had never been less than honourable and kind, and now he was dead. She was certain he had been true to the last. How could they deprive him of his name?

Her questioner carried on. “You accompanied your protector to Western Light, and there were in service?”

“We were.”

After more questions of this sort the Lamp of the Highest came to the heart of the matter. “You will tell the bench what you saw and heard, what you did and what you witnessed others do, on the night Western Light was violated and the foundations of our future undermined.” 

There was a slight rustle from the bench. Faithful Service had been over these events in her mind a hundred times and was able to give a clear, concise account. She and her sister had been wakened by an alarm bell and had been surprised to find the tower no longer cast its protecting radiance. They had helped Graceful Deeds into his armour, watched him muster all the men at arms, from the veteran trainer to the Initiates, and lead them into the tower. None had come out. Instead, a crew of foreigners had burst forth, some keeping herself and the other servants at swords’ point while others loaded all the available animals with stuffs brought up from the tower. The murdering band had left in the dark, she thought heading north. The account had doubtless been heard many times over the preceding days, yet still drew scowls and shifts from the bench. Faithful Service kept her voice steady, even as she recounted how she had recognised Graceful Deed’s shield among the spoils, and known by that he was dead. Dead with him were all who had gone in, her friends and fellows.

Her account of the aftermath was equally concise. The elderly steward, Right Conduct, had sent the fastest among them down the road to Paghin Paail with the dreadful news. The tower had always been forbidden to the domestic staff and, obedient, they had stayed away. A troop had arrived early the next day, entered to report death, destruction and theft. They had left in pursuit of the foreigners. Another troop had followed; these had secured the staff in their quarters until they could be escorted to Paghin Paail.

Faithful Service was able to affirm that neither she nor anyone else among the Faithful had to her knowledge played any part in this heinous crime, neither before, during or after. She understood that the questions had to be asked. By now she was hoarse and was granted a short rest and a drink of water, clear and cold.

When she resumed her witnessing, it was to a different line of questioning. How many foreigners had guarded the staff? Three, armed with sword, bow and spear. Were they injured? One was. The others bore marks of combat but had no visible wounds. How many staff were there? Faithful Service had to pause to count in her head. Fourteen, including herself.

Had she known what was in the tower? No, Graceful Deeds had never spoken of it. Yet she must have surmised that it held things precious to the Faithful? Faithful Service could truthfully say that she had only known of it as a safeguard against the Deniers. What of her duty to her protector? She had seen his shield, known him dead, yet made no move against his killers? Faithful Servant protested: she was a servant, untrained in arms, in the company of other servants, all either very young or old, with nothing to hand other than a mop. To attack armoured men who had slain a dozen skilled fighters was not only futile, it  endangered the lives of those around her.

The Lamp of Highest turned from her to bow to a figure in red robe and hood, who came forward to address the bench. “This person and her younger sister are, of all those present, the most capable. They owed their protector whatever they could give that would aid him in his charge. Any injury, any delay, however slight, they could inflict would be of immeasurable value. All their lives were as nothing if it gained us an hour in recovering what we have lost, in uncovering the root of this great evil.”

There was a ripple of nods along the bench. The Lamp lifted a finger and Faithful Service’s escort came forward to conduct her back to her cell. There Faithful Service sat cross-legged on the bed and tried to make sense of the last questions. Surely they could not find her at fault for not sacrificing her life. What if she and Loyal Service had thrown themselves at those grim men and they in response had slaughtered all the staff? Who then would have summoned aid? She wondered briefly what had been lost that was of so great value, but dismissed the speculation as of no concern to a person of her standing. It was a matter for the great ones. Killers and thieves would not escape the wrath of the Faithful, so what was taken would be recovered, she was sure.

The Highest was merciful, but those wicked men would meet the harshest of fates. Their faces were vivid to her mind: one dark, flat-nosed, with a wide face outlined by a fringe of black beard; one brown-skinned, hazel eyes steady above high cheeks; the last could almost have been of her own people, tall with dusty hair and light eyes, except that no Brahnak would dare such a deed. Faithful Service had described them in as much detail as she could, and been questioned closely on this last person. Could he have been of the Highest’s people? He had spoken to those he guarded only three for four times, brief commands to be quiet and sit still, and then with a marked accent. To his fellows he had talked in some outland tongue. Could his accent have been feigned, she had been asked. She did not know.

For herself, Faithful Service would put her trust in the Highest. What of her fellow staff and what most of all of her sister? Loyal Service was a year younger than Faithful Service and looked to her older sister for guidance. In the months after their parents’ death, Faithful Service had comforted Loyal Service, pushed her to eat, held her through the nights, fronted for them both as they went from neighbour to neighbour, then to the district temple and finally into the protection of Graceful Deeds. She shuddered when she thought of some of the men who had offered protection. They had leered openly at Loyal Service, with her pretty face and full figure. The temple Flame had been old, and firm in his refusal to release the girls without careful inquiry. Would Loyal Service have been questioned already? Or would she follow Faithful Service? If they proceeded either by age or seniority, then only three or four would remain after her, none but Loyal Service above ten years of age.

Faithful Service prayed again, picked at the plain meal pushed through the slot with little appetite, prayed again and finally slept.

* * * *
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The light of truth could shine in private, but the Highest’s verdict was always delivered in public. Four days after her interrogation Faithful Service donned a black linen shift and was conducted from her cell to the Court of Divine Regard. There she was placed in a line with her fellow staff, likewise clad. It was the last month of the wet season, and the stones were still damp from the morning rain. The air was heavy and warm, dragging at the cloth of the shift. They stood on a raised bench, across the court from the balcony where the Voice would announce the findings. The space between held a scatter of people, most of them officials. Faithful Service risked a quick peek along the line. There, three down from her, stood Loyal Service, face tense, teeth holding her lower lip. Faithful Service straightened her head before she was noticed.

There was some quiet talk among the crowd below, along with many quick looks at the line in black. Through the open gate to her left Faithful Service could see the larger Court of Supplication. Although there seemed to be more people there, very few came through the gate. Law and custom allowed any adult of the faithful to witness verdicts and they were always heavily attended. She had herself followed Graceful Deeds into this court three times, and each time it had been full. Her eyes went to the gate again, and now she caught a glimpse of blue and white. Why were there members of the Consiliar Guard at the gate?

A rustle along the line interrupted her thoughts. Faithful Service stood as straight as she knew how and set her face as the Voice came on to the balcony. There was a stir and shuffle of feet in the court as people edged to positions where they could see both the Voice and those tested.

“People of the faith! You are gathered here together in witness. The Highest has tested those you see, whether they be true in the faith, have held to His commands and deviated not in belief or action.”

The Voice paused to let his gaze sweep the courtyard. All sound fell away, leaving only the murmurs from the adjacent court. 

“Here then are the judgements of the Highest. The Highest is forgiving.” 

The Voice ceremoniously untied a parchment scroll, unrolled it with a flutter of ribbons, displayed it to the four corners of the court. No matter that those present could not read it; the demands of ritual were strict. There was a slight but noticeable increase in tension along the line. The verdicts would be read in order, from the least to the most severe, and all hoped to be among the first named.

“Ianest, having failed the Highest in that he did not do his utmost to prevent desecration, will not choose an appellation until four years have passed in exemplary life. The Highest is merciful.” There was a stifled sob to Faithful Servant’s left. Ianest would now have to wait a year beyond the usual age of twelve before he could take a life-name, a year spent in mockery and shame. It was not the harshest of penalties, but Faithful Service could not feel it deserved.

The Voice read on, delivering Ianest’s three fellow juniors to the same fate. Faithful Service braced herself. Surely judgement on herself and her sister would be next, as they were next in age. But no, the Voice then pronounced that Skilful Hand, an elderly cook, had failed the Highest and must now serve two years, six months and five days under the protection of the Pilgrims of Virtue. Skilful Hand’s shoulders slumped. While under protection she could keep none of her earnings, be paid no wage and must work as directed, where the order decreed and under what conditions it pleased. Her life would be comfortless and full of petty restrictions.

The same sentence, adding some days, was meted out to Skilful Hand’s fellow servants. Faithful Service was beginning to hate that measured, passionless Voice. It moved on to the two gardeners, quiet men in their fifties, both disabled veterans, placing them under the protection of the Pilgrims of Virtue for three years, three months and three days. There was only herself, her sister, Right Conduct and his wife left.

“Loyal Service, having failed the Highest in that she did not do her utmost to prevent desecration, will serve under the protection of the Seekers After Virtue for three years, six months and three days, released only after exemplary conduct in all aspects of her life. The Highest is merciful.”

It could be worse, Faithful Service told herself. It would not be an easy time, and worse if she was separated from her sister, but work was something she was used to. She could not count on having a protector as kind as Graceful Deeds, but surely the Seekers After Virtue would behave honourably.

“Faithful Service, having failed the Highest in that she did not do her utmost to prevent desecration, will fare through the land four days without faltering, clad in shame. And if she falter, she is none of us and not of that name. And if she does not falter, she shall do her duty as the Conclave directs. The Highest is merciful.”

Faithful Service stiffened in outrage. Four days without faltering! Cast out of the land! Never to see her sister again!  For failing to throw herself on the swords of proved killers? There was a stir in the courtyard too. The Voice ignored it, going on to deliver the same judgement on Right Conduct and his wife Proper Support.

“The Highest has judged. The Highest’s will be done.” The Voice let the scroll close with a snap, raised a hand in salute to the heavens and walked backwards into the shadows behind the balcony.

Faithful Service stood still, shocked not just for herself but for the couple who would fare beside her. They were old, and stiff in the joints; never would they walk four days without faltering. Yet Right Conduct and his wife had never been less than kind, solicitous of the welfare of all the staff, attentive to their duties, pious. Were they to be cast on the mercy of strangers not of the faith, stripped of their names? Almost she cried out at this. Yet to protest was futile, and all her days she had been told the judgements of the Highest were not to be questioned, for He alone delivered perfect justice. Silent, the Pilgrims of Virtue came forward and gestured them from the bench, through the dim corridors to their separate cells. She had a last glimpse of Loyal Service before a guard’s heavy back cut her from view.
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Chapter 2.

A Journey on Foot
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The Highest might be merciful. His justice was also swift. Faithful Service was led from her cell, barefoot and clad only in the heavy black shift, at dawn the next morning. The air was cool, but the damp lent a chill to the cloth. The stone was slick under foot. The boots of her escort sounded loud in the dim passages. Heavy doors closed with finality behind her, first her cell, then another, and another, until they emerged into the Court of Blessed Arrival. Faithful Service had no time to reflect on the incongruity between her circumstances and the name as she was taken straight across to the gate and out to the small square before it. The level sun was in her eyes, and she stood there squinting and blinking. Few folk were about this early; a couple setting up a stall looked up, then went back to their task, a messenger jogged up the road and went through the gate, staff held up as a token of admission.

After some minutes Right Conduct and Proper Support joined them. The old man’s face was tracked with tears, the woman’s set in stony endurance. The four escorts formed up, two before, two behind, and they set off down the street through the town. The old people set the pace, and the escorts did not press them. Faithful Service kept her  eyes down, her hand by her sides. She glimpsed pitying looks, heard a few hisses of derision. A drunk slurred out an obscenity, which she ignored. Down the slope they went, past the shuttered shops and closed doors, through near-empty squares. The  market before the Gate of Rising Luminance was a mild bustle of awnings and tables being set up for the day, boxes stacked, cages lifted into position.

The little procession went through with no more than a slight rise in the volume of conversation, into the gate-tunnel and out into the sun again, over the ditch and on to the road. This was the great highway  that wound the length of the Brahnzhever, from Brahnker city at the end of the peninsula all the way north to where the Deniers resisted the truth in their forests. They turned left, on to the road south, and kept walking. Although the rain had softened the packed earth the road was well-maintained here, and the little mud did no more than squish between Faithful Service’s toes. They kept to one side, away from where hooves and wheels had kicked up stones to bruise the feet. If it had not been for the clinging shift, the deep misery and the shuffle of old feet they might have been out for a stroll in the countryside.

On and on they went, slow but never stopping. Villa walls and market gardens went by, the sun rose higher, the puddles steamed away, the earth grew harder. Faithful Service was long unused to going barefoot, and her feet grew more tender as she walked. The old couple went more and more slowly, Right Conduct’s right hand clutching at his side, Proper Support true to her name as she held his left. In one village a boy threw a handful of mud at them, then ran away at the escort’s frown. Travellers made the sign against evil, and a presbyter ostentatiously prayed that wrong-doing might fall from them. All this deepened Faithful Service’s misery, yet on she walked. She had been given nothing to eat that morning and by midday hunger added to her woes. They were permitted to drink at the roadside fountains, where water bubbled clear and cold into stone basins by grace of the Highest’s grant of craft.

Right Conduct and Proper Support kept gamely on, limping and staggering. Right Conduct had cut his foot on a stone and left blood on the ground at each step. By later afternoon Proper Support could hold him up no longer; he sagged against her, they made a few more paces and then both collapsed to the ground.

“By the Highest’s grace, we will not hold this as a falter if you rise within five breaths,” one of the escort told them in a firm tone. Proper Support lifted her head to look him in the face, then clearly made up her mind.

‘My trust has been in the Highest all my life, and I will trust Him still. My husband can go no further, and I will not leave him. If the Highest will not lend us His strength, then we must accept the fate He gives us. I will go no further on my own feet.” She put her arm around her husband’s shoulders and sat firm.

“You have faltered before the Highest. As the Highest decreed, you are not of us. By the Highest’s mercy, you leave the land with your life.” The senior member of the escort intoned the ritual words. Then one was sent to fetch a cart, while another stayed to watch Right Conduct and Proper Support. The other two motioned Faithful Service to go on. She was tempted to join Proper Support on the ground, for her legs ached, her feet were sore and her stomach a gnawing pit of hollowness. Yet she did not; she was young and strong enough to go further, and had not Graceful Deeds always insisted that she do her utmost, told her that there was always one more effort in her? She would honour his memory by going on as far as she was able. Faithful Service set herself in motion, putting one foot in front  of the other in a steady plod.

Her escort changed at sunset, as they passed through another village. This was no more welcoming than any other – a series of dark looks, gestures and muttered imprecations. As they passed a bench two men in the tabards of the Pilgrims of Virtue rose to fall in beside them. The two who had escorted her from Paghin Paail saluted and peeled away to take their places on the bench. Faithful Service took vague note of the latest company; both tall, sturdy, one with a short beard, the other clean-shaven. Neither showed much expression, either of sympathy or distaste.

Faithful Service plodded on through the night, the road a pale line under the stars. At intervals she drank, filling her belly with water against the hunger that was now a dull ache. If she paused for the permitted five breaths her escorts grew restless and, indeed, it seemed to her that they grew more impatient as the night passed and still she walked. Each uphill was a gasping exertion, each downhill a jolting effort not to fall. A warm rain swept in before dawn, blotting out the landscape and making the heavy shift drag on her legs. Both she and the escort were obliged to halt, unable to see the road and fearful of blundering into the ditches. Faithful Service did not sit, but stood there, knees locked, head drooping, letting the rain run over her.

Her escort started off again as soon as the first thin light allowed them to pick out the road. Faithful Service pushed herself into a stagger, a weary stumbling  progress. The sodden earth was soft on her bruised soles but demanded extra effort, sucking energy at each step. She went on. The light strengthened, folk came from their doors to gawp at her painful march, her escort grew more impatient. At last, as she pushed on out of some small hamlet on to the empty highway, one tripped her, sending her face down in the mud. She heaved herself up with the last strength in her arms, only to be sent sprawling again. As she lay there she heard the words pronounced over her.

“You have faltered before the Highest. As the Highest decreed, you are not of us. By the Highest’s mercy, you leave the land with your life.”

Faithful Service had nothing left with which to resist. She dragged herself to the side of the road and slumped there, a miserable huddle of weak limbs. She heard booted feet splashing away, fell into a half doze, woke at a prod, was heaved into a cart. She was too tired to care, but did wearily note that they turned around to head back north. She stayed slumped against the rough wooden sides of the cart, heedless of splinters and the jarring ride. After some interval, a hand thrust a piece of coarse bread into her hand. She gnawed away, letting the food seep into her stomach, then fell back into a doze.

When she woke it was mid afternoon. The cart was trundling along past bare fields, most ploughed against next month’s planting. The ridged brown earth was as dismal as her mood. Faithful Service watched dully as field after field went past, watched country folk busy with the season’s tasks, watched one village and then another slide by. Her escort halted at a roadside convenience, and she hobbled over to relieve herself. Back in the cart she was offered a drink of water and another piece of bread, which she did not care to refuse.

The sun was a little way from setting when they turned off the great highway into a road heading west. They climbed a small hill, wound down through a long shadowed valley, at last stopped before a building of rough stone standing above a dark gurgling stream. Faithful Service was ordered down, herded into a large common room where she was unsurprised to see Right Conduct and Proper Support. She was surprised, shocked even, when Proper Support raised her head and gave her a weak but genuine smile. There was warmth in that smile, but also a wry appreciation of their joint circumstances. She gave an answering twitch of the lips and collapsed on to a bench.

Now they were confirmed outcasts there was no reason to punish. They were each given a bowl of lentil stew, a hunk of bread and a mug of weak beer. Faithful Service visited the washroom and then fell onto the thin pallet allotted her. She was asleep as soon as her head touched the hard pillow.

* * * *
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The three were loaded in to the cart without ceremony early next morning, after a hurried breakfast of thin porridge. The road ran down towards the coast in  a lackadaisical fashion, winding out of its way to visit inconsequential villages, taking long loops around the many bumps and humps of this corner of the Brahnzhever. The locals averted their eyes from the tiny procession, or turned their backs. Although the weight of her sentence pressed heavily on Faithful Service, sinking her spirits, she took some interest in this new country. There was little else to do, since conversation was forbidden.

It was a closed country, a country of deep valleys, rivers running between steep banks, of enclosing ridges fringed and crowned with woods. The villages were small, huddled each in the valley depths,  stone-walled fields spreading away over the folded land. People were well-clothed and shod, perhaps by the many small mills that perched beside the waters. Faithful Service could hear the thud and rattle of machinery before each village came into sight. The occasional presbytery tower reared above humbler dwellings and once they passed below a convent perched above the winding road, blank walls and tiny windows belying its cheerful red-tiled roof.

Faithful Service also took note of their escort. There were still four of the Pilgrims of Virtue, two who had been with them from the first and the two who had witnessed her failure, indeed contributed to it. She had no illusions that she could have walked four days and nights without faltering, unless by some grace the Highest lent her endurance beyond what she had of herself. Yet the memory of that tripping foot rankled around a core of resentment and a seed of judgement that these men were not as true to their sworn service as they should be, as true as Graceful Deeds had been. The pair from Paghin Paail were stern and silent, and she thought to detect an air of superiority over their fellows. Certainly their gear was of a better quality, their manners more punctilious and there was a silent admonition in the way they carefully tended to their harness at every opportunity.

They halted in late afternoon, not in a village but at an enclosed barn a few hundred paces down a lane. When they were ushered inside Faithful Service saw another half-dozen people, most around her own age, glumly scooping vegetables and rice from their bowls. A thickset man in a brocade tunic and heavy trousers sat nearby, finishing a more substantial meal. He gave the Pilgrims an acknowledging wave and cast an appraising eye over their charges. Faithful Service noticed that the two Pilgrims from Paghin Paail ignored the wave, while the other two dipped heads in response.

She was sat down and given the same mixture as the others, dipped from two large pots set on the hearthstones. It was rough food, but filling, warm and quite tasty. As she ate she took in more detail of the others there. The thickset man was obviously some kind of outlander, not a Brahnak. He did not sign the faith over his drink, crossed his legs and wore his hair long, tied with a black ribbon. The others were two girls a year or two younger than her own seventeen years, a pale-skinned, dark-haired young woman of her own age, two boys and a man in his twenties. All wore drab clothes: the open jackets, shirt and trousers or long skirts of brown cotton common in folk who did manual work, all moderately clean, worn but not ragged. They were all of the faith, most tawny-haired and light-skinned. Other than that, their common feature was an attitude of apathetic resignation.

The meal done, the two girls were set to cleaning up while the boys swept the floor and laid out bedding. The thickset man passed over his plate and called to the young woman.

“Hey, honey! Come over here, keep me company.” He slid along the bench to make space beside him. The young woman did not move, although her shoulders hunched. She sat there and the man repeated his demand. The senior Pilgrim stalked over.

“Stay there, girl.” He turned to the outlander. “We will have no indecency here.”

The man shrugged. “Just getting to know what I’m dealing in.”

The Pilgrim was stern. “These are for now the Highest’s people, however they may have sinned.”

The man spread his hands. “I meant no offence. Just a way to pass the time. Never been a problem before.”

The Pilgrim stiffened. “It may be that what has ‘not been a problem before’ is the source of our great chastisement. The Highest tries us for our sins, and surely more than these have sinned.” His regard fell on the two who had last escorted Faithful Service. The expression that crossed their faces was familiar to her: she had seen it on boys when the cook asked where half a tray of biscuits had gone. Perhaps some measure of justice would be theirs after all.

That night she lay on her pallet, Proper Support to one side, the young woman to the other, the girls against the wall. Conversation had been discouraged but they had been able to exchange names, and now she knew the other as Deimrae. Deimrae was well past the age of choosing a life-name; had she been stripped of her name, as would happen to Faithful Service? Or had she failed the Highest so grievously that she had been denied a life-name? Faithful Service did not know. She would find out in time, for it seemed they were bound out of the land together. She shifted on the thin pallet, uncomfortable both for the hard surface and the large unknowns before her. A small hand crept out to touch her own where it lay beside her. Faithful Service turned a startled glance sideways, but did not refuse the offered comfort. After a time she went to sleep.

* * * *
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The thickset man – the Pilgrims referred to him simply as ‘Carrier’ - was in a wary mood the next morning. He fetched out a cart, somewhat better than the one Faithful Service rode in, harnessed a pair and shepherded his charges aboard. The two senior Pilgrims of Virtue came from behind the barn mounted; of the others, one walked and the other drove. One of the girls was directed to get up beside Faithful Service and her companions, presumably to even the loads. She did so with poor grace, making a face of distaste and sitting as far from them as possible. However this girl had ended here, she obviously thought the black shift was the badge of a deeper shame. Faithful Service moved back to give her room and braced for another uncomfortable day.

The road crossed a small river on a bridge of old red stone, bent around a small copse and then started a slow climb, up past bare earth, then pasture, into a belt of dark pines, out again into broken sunlight where the thin soil spread the trees apart, up further to where a steady wind played with the grass. Faithful Service was distracted from her churning thoughts by a new smell, a brisk salt odour.  Proper Support noticed her puzzled curiosity.

“It’s the sea, dear.” The Pilgrim driving frowned over his shoulder. The horses leaned into the harness, the road twisted upwards and they reached the crest. From here the land descended hill by hill, the white road winding each time less up and more down, to where it merged into a spread of flat blue casting back the risen sun. Faithful Service caught her breath. Even to her miserable state it was a beautiful sight, and more so for its astonishing novelty. She drank it in, thanking the Highest that had given her so wonderful a world. The two carts were side by side and she saw Deimrae was as transfixed as herself.

A flick of the reins and they started again, edging down a long slope, up again to where she could look back at the crest, down into another valley. One more hill and then they stopped to water the horses at a trough fed by a spring. Those in the carts were allowed to get down and stretch their legs, which the girl riding with them did with alacrity. Faithful Service helped Proper Support down, then Right Conduct, as both were unsteady after sitting cramped in the cart. A Pilgrim and Carrier distributed flat bread wrapped around soft cheese, they drank from the spring and were off again.

They topped the last rise in mid-afternoon, to see the sea spread out wide to the horizon.  At the bottom of the hill the town of Gracious Landing spread along the shore, its harbour sheltered by a long hook of land. The cart rolled down the hill, on to the cobbles of the street and to the waterfront. Faithful Service was nearly overwhelmed by novelty: the many new smells, the few outlanders in the streets with their strange clothes, strange speech and black or brown skins, the vessels at dock or riding at anchor in the bay. The carts turned left at the waterfront, to halt a few houses down before a battered brick and timber warehouse. Carrier banged on the heavy doors, a wicket opened and the Pilgrims gestured them down and in.

Faithful Service expected another bare room, another row of pallets and another kettle of vegetables. Instead the space inside was piled with bales of cloth, the bright prints which the Brahnzhever made and sent abroad. They followed Carrier down a lane between the stacks, through a stout door and into a room furnished with tables, benches and a cooking area. A middle-aged man was stirring a pot and, from the smell, she was right about the vegetables.

“Women through there, men to the other side,” said Carrier, pointing at two doors. He turned and scowled as he realised the senior Pilgrim had followed them in.

“You remain under the hand of the Highest,” he was reminded. “I will return at sunset and again in the morning. Let there be no ill conduct.” The Pilgrim stalked out. Carrier waited until the door was closed before making an irreverent gesture.

The women’s room contained not pallets but wooden bunks. There was ample choice for the five of them. Proper Support sat wearily on the nearest bed, and Faithful Service took the next bunk. The girl who had reluctantly shared the cart with them took a bunk as far away as possible, lying down and turning her face to the wall. After a moment’s lip-biting hesitation the other girl took the bunk above.

They could at least talk freely, although Faithful Service was careful to keep her voice down.

“Where will we go?’ The question was directed to both Proper Support and Deimrae. Proper Support looked up with a tired snort.

“Where will we go? Wherever they take us. We have no choice in the matter. Abroad somewhere, far from the Highest’s land, but not from the Highest.”

Deimrae was not much more informative. “Over the sea, so we will not be given to the Deniers. Other than that I do not know. The Merllan Islands? Dravishi? Frouan? There are places further than those, but I know nothing of them.”

Faithful Service had heard of the Merllan Islands, but knew nothing of the other places. She tested the names in her mind. “Dravishi? Frouan? Can you tell me what you know of them, please.”

“Dravishi is to the west, across the gulf. The people are black, and worship skulls. Frouan is a great city to the north. It is colder there, and the city is full of sorcerers and followers of the dark arts.”

“And the Merllan Islands? I have heard of them but know little.”

“A merchant in my town went there regularly to buy stuffs for the crafts. He said they were all cheats, but then he would say that. He also said they were ruled by women whose pastime was assassination, and that every morning brought news of another murder.”

Foreign parts were sounding less and less inviting. Another question rose to Faithful Service’s mind. “How will we live? I can clean, and cook a little, and mend and keep things tidy, so I may find a maidservant’s position, but we will not speak their outland tongue, we will have no protector!”

Proper Support opened her mouth to speak, then closed it with a small shake of the head. Deimrae picked up on her last utterance. “I have no protector here.”

Faithful Service was set back. “How can that be?”

Deimrae was brief and matter-of-fact. “The presbyter offered me protection when I was eleven. I refused, and he put off my life-naming for two years. When he offered again I told my parents that he had tried to touch me, and I would never take his protection. They did not believe me. I was sent to a convent for three years, and then told I must accept his offer or enter the convent as a servant. When I would not take either choice the council said I could not be named and must leave the land.”

“Was the presbyter not an honourable man, then?” asked Faithful Service tentatively. She had heard of dishonourable men but was not quite sure what dishonour involved, apart from cowardice and failure to respect the Highest. The temple Flame had said of some of the men who had offered them  protection that they fell short in honour in that they did not respect the Highest. They had certainly looked at Loyal Service, and sometimes herself, in a very disrespectful manner. Surely a presbyter would not be lacking in respect to the Highest.

Deimrae gave a short laugh. “No, he was not an honourable man, and I told him so before the council.”

“A council, however high, is not the Highest,” said Proper Support abruptly. Faithful Service found the concept a little shocking. Had not Graceful Deeds always said that obedience to lawful authority was a duty to the Highest?

She did not have time to mull over the issue, as they were called to eat. They were sent back to the bunk room immediately after, used the attached washing facilities and went to bed. Faithful Service found the heavy door, firmly closed, obscurely comforting. The black shift was getting smelly, but it was all she had to wear.

* * * *
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The senior Pilgrim was there in the morning, and again the next evening. Proper Support continued to say little, only sighing from time to time. At mealtimes she sat holding hands with Right Conduct, who had visibly aged. Deimrae and Faithful Service could talk quietly, Faithful Service telling of the four years she and her sister had spent under the protection of Graceful Deeds in Paghin Paail, on the northern border against the Deniers and last at Western Light. In return Deimrae told her of her town and of the austere life of the convent. She painted vivid and unflattering pictures of the prioress and the town council, which made Faithful Service giggle. Through the day they could hear noise from next door: shouts of direction, the trundle of wheels, the soft thump of bales shifted.

They were not surprised to see the warehouse largely empty when they were escorted through next morning, out to the windy waterfront and along a quay. Faithful Service knew nothing about ships. She could see the differences between the two-masted fishing boats that were the most numerous vessels and the bluff-hulled cargo ships whose sides rose above the quay. Between was a bewildering variety, from small boats to squat barges to an elegant yacht which swooped towards the harbour entrance with the grace of a bird in flight. The little troop halted by the gangplank of a three-master, lower than the merchanters, slimmer. Faster, perhaps, Faithful Service wondered. 

The senior Pilgrim of Virtue had escorted them from the warehouse. Now he held up a hand and they all waited. The other three Pilgrims arrived with a clatter of armour, they were marshalled into a line and the senior Pilgrim stood before the first.

“Your life-name is gone from you. By the Highest’s mercy, depart this land, never to return, to fare as He wills. You are not of us. I make it so and these so witness.”

The Pilgrim drew his dagger and made a small cut on Right Conduct’s cheek, in token of his severance from the community of the Faithful. He stepped to the next person.

“Your life-name is gone from you. By the Highest’s mercy ...” The Pilgrim intoned the words, made the ritual cut and stepped on. The blade was sharp. When he came to Faithful Service she did not feel the cut until he stepped back, and then the salt tears added their sting.
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Chapter 3.

Two Journeys by Sea
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Faithful Service stood nervously on the gently shifting deck and looked around. They had again been separated by sex, the men and boys herded forward and to one side, the women and girls aft, then told curtly to stay there out of the way and touch nothing. The ship, which had appeared so large from the quay, now seemed tiny, the deck impossibly crowded. They stood close to a set of thick ropes which ran upwards into an intricate spider’s web of lines and wood. Barrels crowded around the mast, hatches stood open, ropes lay coiled or hung from complicated pieces of wood. As she watched a sailor leaned out from a platform high above, grasped a rope and casually slid down to the deck as neatly unconcerned as a man descending a stair.

Faithful Service could not hope to understand the workings of this complex machine, so looked for something she did know about. She understood cleaning and household maintenance, and was not impressed by what she saw. The deck was dirty, lines frayed, paint peeling, woodwork marked by splinters and gouges. The sailor were likewise a rough lot, with patched clothes and unkempt hair. There had been a few glances but no untoward remarks, perhaps because the senior Pilgrim was standing on the quay. He stood there, still and watchful, as the last bales were stowed and hatches closed. Two men in a uniform unfamiliar to Faithful Service came along the quay, paused as they saw the Pilgrim, then came aboard to collect a sheaf of papers from Carrier. Faithful Service did not miss the small shake of the head and the matching shifts of gaze towards the quay. The officials left with the papers; the slant of their shoulders, the slow walk, the way they averted their eyes from the Pilgrim on the quay told Faithful Service of some missed reward.

Faithful Service had seen no women among the crew, so was surprised when a sturdy middle-aged woman stepped up on to the deck. She was obviously no Brahnak, for she wore a smock over canvas trousers and her hair was cut short. She looked the little group over, balancing easily with hands on hips.

“My name is Thlesys, and I am Second Mate on this vessel. You will call me ma'am. Come with me.”

She led them down two stairs so steep that they were almost ladders, along a short passage and into a space at what Faithful Service thought of as the back end of the ship. To her eyes it was the oddest room; nothing was square, from the slanting walls to the gently curved deck underfoot and the matching curves of the beams overhead. There was just enough headroom for Faithful Service to stand upright, reduced in the centre by a long beam creaking as it shifted from side to side, ropes running from it to tackle-blocks on either wall and then back to bend around pulleys and vanish upwards. Lockers ran around three sides, and two small windows admitted a dancing light through heavy panes.

“This is where you will sleep and eat, and where you will stay when told to. There are hammocks in the lockers and the table hinges down from the wall. There are buckets: use them if you feel sick or you’ll clean up the mess. There is a washing place in the passage. When you are not permitted on deck you will stay here and go nowhere else. Is that understood?”

There was a general murmur of “yes, ma'am”.

Mate Thlesys gave a curt nod. “Good. Stay here while we get under way.”

Faithful Service sank on to a locker next to Deimrae and gave her a wobbly smile. Graceful Deeds had always said that duty required a brave face. “I’ve never been on a ship before.”

“Neither have I, and I wouldn’t be on this one if I had any better choice.”

This did not seem to lead anywhere cheerful, so Faithful Service switched topics.

“Do you know what that thing with the ropes is?”

“It’s the tiller,” came from Proper Support, somewhat unexpectedly. The older woman had sat quietly near them and closed her eyes. Now she opened them and flicked a finger around the room.

“That’s the stern; the other end of the ship is the bow. That beam is the tiller; it moves the rudder which steers the ship. The ropes go to the wheel above. They have different names for every part: it’s the deck, not the floor, for instance, but I don’t know them all, or even many of them. I travelled to Brahnker city and back by ship three times when I was younger,” she explained.

Shouts from above, a lurch and a change in motion told that the ship had left the quay. The cabin leaned slightly, the view through the windows spun slowly until first the stone of the quay and then the buildings of Gracious Landing came into blurry view. A little later the motion changed again as the ship passed out of the shelter of the harbour, to a long roll and twist. Faithful Service began to feel uneasy and hastily lifted bench-tops until she found the promised bucket.

“Here, come over to the window and keep your eyes on the horizon. It will help you get used to the motion,” advised Proper Support. She was right: it did help, although Faithful Service was certain she would forgo lunch. The housekeeper sat by her, patted her back and distracted her with tales of Brahnker city. The two younger girls were obviously equally unused to the sea. They huddled miserably over a joint bucket. Deimrae seemed unaffected; she dug out blankets and fetched cups of water from next door.

In mid afternoon Mate Thlesys opened the door, sniffed at the smell and said that they could take a turn on deck. Faithful Service timidly asked if she could have some other clothes and was grudgingly handed a long shirt and rough trousers. She hesitated to put these on, as she had never worn anything but tunic and skirt.

“You’re in a different country,” Proper Support told her briskly, so she pulled them on and went on deck. After the close, sour air of the cabin it was a relief to be in the fresh air, even if that relief was underlain by sorrow for Graceful Deeds, anxiety for Loyal Service and worry about her own future. She was resilient enough to take pleasure in the warm wind, the sparkle of sun on the waves, the sheer newness of everything. They were motioned over to the lee rail, shown how to rinse the buckets over the side and told to stay out of the way. Up here it was easier to understand and adjust to the motion, a slantwise progress against long waves driven by the steady south wind. She held on to the rail and watched as, at a barked order, sailors clapped on to ropes, the spokes of the wheel spun and the bow turned in a great circle, swinging around from the west through north to settle south of east. There was much hauling, shadows moved across the deck as yards were braced around, canvas flapped and then filled again.

Faithful Service found the whole process entrancing, a dance of cloth and ropes and coordinated activity. She went so far as to ask Mate Thlesys what the activity was for, and spoke with such naive curiosity that the mate unbent.

“Wearing ship. At this season the wind’s southerly, so we tack against it – go at an angle into the wind. We don’t want to get too far out into the Gulf because there’s always those Dravish bastards, so we’ll make short boards in and out from the coast.” She demonstrated by walking her fingers down the rail. Faithful Service thought she had grasped the explanation, although she wondered how the ship could go against the wind. She doubted Mate Thlesys would answer a second question, so let it go.

When they were sent below she was able to connect Thlesys’ answer to the motions of the tiller. There was the smooth sweep across the ceiling, the ropes rattling through the blocks, the slow swing, the return, check, small motions as it set their new course.

* * * *
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The next day Mate Thlesys came into the cabin after the evening meal with several small vials.

“Drink this,” to Deimrae.

“What is it?”

“Just a diagnostic potion. It won’t harm you. Drink it, girl.”

Deimrae reluctantly drank, and Thlesys handed Faithful Service and the two girls each another vial. She watched as they drank, then stood there. Faithful Service found the liquid odd, slightly sweet but of a strange consistency. It did not seem to affect her, and then she saw Deimrae’s ears begin to glow, brightening until they shed a red light. As she stared her own ears felt hot, and the glow strengthened. One of the girls showed the same effect, the other not. Thlesys waited a little longer, told them to set up their hammocks and left, locking the outer passage door.

“Why are our ears glowing? Will we stay like this?” demanded Faithful Service of no-one in particular. They all looked at each other, none with answers. Proper Support gave a deep sigh and beckoned them all over.

“She gave you a potion that tests for virginity. It’s not wholly reliable, so your ears staying the same does not mean you are not,” she said with a glance at the girl whose ears were not glowing. “The effect fades after a few minutes.”

“Well of course I’m a virgin! I’m not married,” said Faithful Service indignantly. “Why would she want to know?” she went on.

Proper Support sighed again and rubbed her nose before replying. “We have been cast out of the land of the Faithful, and have no protector. This ship is charged with our carriage out of the land, and can take us where they will. There are places where young women – and men – are...” Proper Support paused, searching for the right words, “..valued for their bodies.”

Faithful Service was puzzled. “Graceful Deeds always said my strength and quickness were valuable.”

One of the girls snorted. Faithful Service noted with relief that the glow was fading fast, and Deimrae’s ears were nearly back to normal. Proper Support tried again.

“People in foreign lands do not conduct themselves as the Highest has laid down. In the matter of relations between men and women they are often..” she floundered “...lacking in respect.”

“She means they’ll want to do to you what that ferret of a councillor tried to do to me,” said one of the girls harshly, and went over to hang her hammock.

“You mean they might give us to anyone? Anyone at all, even if they were horrible?” cried Faithful Service.

“I do mean that. And such people might pay highly. You would not be given, but sold,” said Proper Support plainly.

The idea was intolerable. To go from serving the honourable Graceful Deeds to being sold, sold like a sheep, to some evil outlander. To do...disrespectful things, whatever they were. Faithful Service strung her hammock, climbed under the blanket and lay there wrestling with this additional burden.

She was still worrying next afternoon as she stood on the deck. The wind was a little brisker today. The ship was still angling across the swell, hitting each wave with a smack that sent up drops of spray. Faithful Service watched as sailors mustered to go about, standing by the different ropes. The captain gave the order, the man at the wheel let the bow fall away from the wind then, after a long moment, spun the wheel back. The ship came up into the wind, sailors frantically hauled ropes, sails shifted, the bow came round south, wavered, hung there. The captain roared orders and there was a flurry of activity at the front end. Even the nautically ignorant Faithful Service could tell that something had gone wrong. The vessel lost way, sails flapping, then slowly began to move backwards. The captain roared more orders, the bow came round slowly, they picked up way again then after a time wore ship as she had seen them do before, turning through three-quarters of a circle to settle on the new course.

“Worm-eaten worn-out raft. I’m not signing on this barky again,” grumbled a nearby sailor. An officer cracked him over the head and told him to get forward. They both paused at a hail from the masthead and the captain’s answering query. Faithful Service saw the captain take out a scrying ring and scan the northern horizon, throw a curt word at the steersman and bark orders. She caught a word or two of the ripple of remarks that spread past. “Not the red flag,” “Saka, though,” “Dark in three bells.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg
o‘c RAI

?e STEPPE
@
v
s
Cu
{ (. .qmﬁ‘“ﬁ
=g,
cofh (I
Nt WL
DRAVISH A win _e v
E * monn
4 "

5
S
/2 pwes






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





