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The story so far…

 

The Goldstones and the Way

 

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 also 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.

 

The Prophet and the Wayzenmoot

 

The company travel from Néartanis to Taellingsford, a coastal town in Lènium, using a secret tunnel under the Néartanian Straits. Ellyn has a panic attack, which leads to Aidren declaring his love for her.

 Ylonya leads them to a house of a friend, Genira, who disguises Abigail by dyeing her hair and giving her Garûnalonden clothes. They travel through Lènium to the Vale of Berlysian and visit the Healer’s Hall.

 Jacob and Portak arrive at Talamunem City and Portak takes Jacob to meet the Prophet of the One.

 They arrive at Ranusheim, and Abigail tells her story to the Wayzenmoot (the ruling council of twelve High Waymages) and produces the Bloodstone that Jacob found. The Wayzenmoot realise that she may be able to attune herself to the Bloodstone because she is from outside Veylindré – it is inimical to any with Veylindréan blood in their veins.

 Jacob meets the Prophet. Portak is jealous of the attention the Prophet pays Jacob but is ordered to teach him about Talamdor. An army is preparing to invade Veylindré.

 Abigail, Shaunan, Ylonya, Aidren and Ellyn are given a quest by the Wayzenmoot: to wrest the Master Bloodstone from the Prophet of the One, and to bring it back to Ranusheim to be destroyed. Ednor of Néartania and Tremond of Garûnalond join the company.

 Jacob’s learning about Talamdor continues and he is given religious instruction by the Prophet, who reveals he was a witchfinder from England who came to this world more than thirty years ago and encountered Talamu, goddess of Talamdor, who called him to be her Prophet.

 The company leaves Ranusheim after the Festival of Lèniastide and return to Taellingsford by a circuitous route.

 The Festival of Ranusfest takes place in Talamunem City. The Prophet makes a speech, launching the offensive against Veylindré. Once the army has left, the Prophet keeps Jacob close. Portak sends progress reports, using his Bloodstone.

  The company crosses to Néartania once more, and stay with Kendris, a friend of Ylonya’s, who gives them advice about the onward route. To Ednor’s dismay, they are not going to travel south through Néartania, but instead go west into Yrusian, then through the Fenland. When they arrive at the Homing, the central settlement of the Fenland, they realise that the Fenland ruler, Lord Bredor, is under the power of Gilmak, an agent of the Prophet. They manage to escape but are pursued. Shaunan collapses with a heart attack. While Ednor, Tremond, Ylonya and Aidren are fighting the Fenlanders and Gilmak, Abigail tends Shaunan. Ellyn sees an arrow coming towards her friend’s unprotected back and leaps to intercept it. She dies in Abigail’s arms.

 Back in Talamunem City, the Prophet hears that the army is about to cross into Néartania. He keeps Jacob closer than ever and tries to explain his plans for the future. Jacob is confused by this at first, then realises that the Prophet is grooming him to succeed him.

 The company takes refuge in a village while Abigail does her best to comfort Aidren, who is mourning Ellyn, and to look after Shaunan, with the help of the local Waymage. Precious days are lost. But it may have put their pursuers off the trail. Once they reach Chorich Castle, the final journey into Talamdor is before them.

 

Now read on…




Chapter 1

 

As they all dismounted and led their horses into the shadows between the twin towers of the gatehouse, Abigail looked around curiously. There had been no castle in Andover, where she came from and, apart from passing through the outer courtyard of the Fort of Ranu, she had never been inside one. 

 “…and I will inform the Castellan of your arrival,” the guard said to Ylonya.

 “Thank you. Please call your Healer also. If you would tell us where the stables are, we can care for our mounts while we wait.”

 The guard nodded. “Of course, Mistress Ylonya. This way.”

 He led them through an arch in the west wall of the outer courtyard into another large yard, this one surrounded with stables, most of them already occupied.

 “Here is the barn,” he said, showing them into a large stone building in one corner. “We don’t have enough spare stables to accommodate you, but there are hitching posts within and all that you need for your horses’ comfort. The hayloft is above.”

 Ylonya nodded at him. “My thanks, again.”

 The guard turned on his heel and strode back through to the main courtyard. The company tied their horses to the hitching posts and untacked them, before rubbing them down and feeding and watering them. 

 All except Shaunan.

 “You sit there,” Abigail said sternly, pointing to a corn bin. “We will tend to your horse.”

 To her surprise, the Waymage did as she was told. Abigail probed her with her healing sense but could only detect extreme weariness. Ylonya was right. They would have to leave Shaunan behind, much though she hated the idea.

 They had just finished tending to the horses when the guard returned, followed by a tall, broad man with dark hair, brown eyes and tanned skin, clearly an Yrusian, although his Waymark was Dagâran. He was clad in chainmail with an Yrusian surcote over it and moved with the surety of one accustomed to command. This must be the Castellan. A small woman in the lilac robes of a Healer accompanied him

 “Welcome to Chorich Castle,” he said in a deep voice. “I am Trévon, Castellan of the Castle. What is your purpose here?”

 “Trévon? Is it really you?” Ylonya’s voice was full of joy.

 The Castellan strode forward, smiling broadly, took both her hands in his. “It is good to see you again.”

 Ylonya turned to the others. “This is Trévon, a dear friend of mine from Porusport. I haven’t seen him for years.”

 Trévon smiled at her. “If you would introduce me to the rest of your company...”

 Ylonya opened her mouth to speak, but Abigail broke in.

 “A moment, please, Castellan Trévon. If I might speak with your Healer? One of us is in sore need of her attention.”

 She sensed his displeasure at being interrupted, swiftly suppressed as he took in her Ranusian Waymark. 

 “Yes, Waymage. This is Healer Elyssa.”

 The woman came forward. “Which of you needs my care?”

 “Our Waymage, Shaunan of Nordvein,” Abigail said. “If we might come with you?”

 “Of course. This way.”

 Elyssa led Abigail and Shaunan towards the main entrance to the castle proper, leaving the others with the Castellan. 

 

Ednor waited impatiently while Ylonya introduced them all to the Castellan.

 “Trévon, these are Tremond, a Watch officer from Mirunan and Aidren, a Warrior from Nordvein in north-east Dagâran. I think you may have heard of Ednor of Néartanis. He is the younger son of Lord Éadulf and Lady Aethed.”

 “I have indeed,” Trévon said, with an inclination of his head. “It is good to finally meet you, Ednor. Welcome to Chorich Castle, all of you.”

 Ednor nodded in acknowledgement, then burst out, “How is the war going?”

 Trévon’s eyebrows shot up. “Where have you been, that you have not heard?”

 “In the Fenland,” Ylonya said. “It is a long story.”

 The Castellan took her arm. “Come within, and I will bring you up to date.”

 He led them all out of the stable yard and in through the main gate of the inner castle, past a small temple. Ednor had not had the occasion to visit Chorich Castle before – he had spent most of his recent tour of duty in the border keeps further south – and he was impressed with the air of calm battle readiness he sensed all around him. In the inner courtyard, a grizzled old sergeant was drilling some young soldiers in sword fighting techniques and the sight and sounds of swords clashing against each other reminded him of his years in Luvodican, where he had learned his craft and, in more recent times, of sparring with Aidren.

 Trévon opened the door of the inner keep, which was flanked by two towers with arrow slits in their walls, a high rope footbridge between them, then led them up some spiral stairs, set into the wall of one of the towers. They came out into a large room, well-lit by oil lamps. Its most prominent feature was a fine table of Ranus wood, covered with maps and other papers. Ednor guessed it was the Castellan’s headquarters. A number of chairs were scattered around.

 “Sit,” Trévon said. “May I offer you some refreshment?”

 “That would be welcome indeed,” Ylonya said. “Thank you.”

 Trévon pulled on a bell rope in one corner of the room and a young servant came in.

 “I will be taking my evening meal here,” Trévon told him. “Bring enough for five.”

 The young man bowed and left. 

 “Now,” Trévon said to Ylonya. “What brings you here?”

 “It’s a long story,” Ylonya began.

 Ednor tried to contain his impatience. He could not wait to hear how the war was going but knew that he must. He listened as Ylonya gave a highly-edited version of their story – how they had travelled from Ranusheim through Lènium, then across the Fenland to here.

 “We are on a quest, set for us by the High Waymages at Ranusheim,” Ylonya wound up. “The six of us need to reach Talamunem City as soon as possible.”

 “Talamunem City?” Trévon exclaimed. “I would not advise it, Ylonya. We are at war with Talamdor.”

 “Nevertheless,” she said, “that is where we are bound. And we were hoping that you would know of a way to cross the Talamdorian Mountains unseen.”

 She broke off as the young servant knocked on the door, then entered, carrying a laden tray. The smells of warm bread, spiced meats and cold ale reminded Ednor that he had not eaten since breakfast. He shrugged – news of the war could wait.

 

Abigail and Shaunan followed Elyssa as she led them out of the stable yard, through another gate, into the heart of the keep itself. The inner courtyard was full of life – some soldiers were practising their swordcraft and other people were crossing it, intent on their tasks.

 Abigail hoped the Healer’s quarters were not far. She could see the weary slump of Shaunan’s shoulders, feel her mentor’s exhaustion. Even this short walk from the stable yard had made Shaunan breathless, although Abigail could sense her efforts to hide it. 

 Elyssa opened a narrow door on the east side of the courtyard. “Here we are,” she said. “Come in.”

 The Healer’s room reminded Abigail of Tabor’s, back in Virunon. Shelves holding books, dried herbs and bottles of various sizes lined the walls and there was a long workbench against one wall, a narrow bed against another. She stood back as Elyssa led Shaunan to a comfortable armchair.

 “Sit here, Waymage Shaunan,” Elyssa said, “and rest.”

 Shaunan did as she was told. Gradually, her breathing returned to normal, and her eyes closed. She was sleeping. Good.

 “If you would tell me what symptoms she has, Waymage Abigail?” Elyssa asked.

 Abigail flushed. “I’m not a Waymage,” she said. “I only received my Waymark at Dagârastide and have had little formal training.”

 Elyssa’s delicately shaped brows rose, but she made no comment. “Tell me anyway,” she said in a low voice, which was yet light and musical.

 “It started,” Abigail counted back on her fingers, “nine days ago. We were attacked by a Talamdorian agent and some warriors from the Fenland and Shaunan had pain in her chest and collapsed. She found it hard to breathe. I think it is her heart. I had sensed she was hiding something a couple of days earlier, but she shrugged off my concern. The others managed to defeat our attackers, but Ellyn…”

 Abigail could not continue. At the thought of Ellyn, tears had sprung to her eyes.

 “Who was Ellyn?” Elyssa asked gently.

 Abigail gulped, took a moment to fight back the tears, then continued, “Ellyn was Shaunan’s niece and my best friend. She was protecting me while I tended her aunt, and she took – she took an arrow in the chest. I tried to save her, but she died under my hands. We – we buried her at Virunon last Ranusdag.”

 Elyssa reached out, took Abigail’s hand. “I am so sorry for your loss.”

 “Thank you.” Abigail managed a smile. “There is not much more to tell. Ylonya guided us to Virunon, where Waymage Tabor treated Shaunan and gave me a potion made from foxgloves to prevent a reoccurrence of her malady. But these last few days, since we left Virunon on Dagârsdag, she has been struggling. I fear – I fear her illness is more serious than we realised.”

 “I see,” was all Elyssa said, but Abigail sensed that she understood. “We’ll leave her to sleep for now,” the Healer continued. “It is the best thing for her at present. If you would let me see the potion Waymage Tabor gave you?”

 “Half a moment,” Abigail said, “I have it in my pack.” 

 She opened her Healer’s bag and took out the small bottle. “Here,” she said, handing it to Elyssa.

 Elyssa eased the stopper free of the bottle and sniffed the potion. “Good,” she said, “this is the right treatment for her.”

 “Healer Elyssa,” Abigail said. “I need you to persuade the Waymage to stay here, to not come with us on the rest of our journey.”

 “Where are you bound?”

 Abigail gave her a straight look. “To Talamunem City,” she said, “and there may be fighting along the way. We cannot risk Shaunan any further.”

 “I – see,” was all Elyssa said. 

 “I do not want to leave her behind,” Abigail said, “but she is grieving so much for Ellyn – we all are – and I could not bear it if she died too.”

 “I think you are right to wish her to stay here. She will be safe here – or at least, as safe as anywhere in these troubled times.”

 “Thank you. Now, if you would tell me where the others are, I will leave her with you and return later.”

 The Healer nodded. “They will probably be in the Castellan’s private quarters,” she said. “Ask anyone in the courtyard and they will guide you. I will examine the Waymage more thoroughly when she wakes.”

 

Abigail walked out of the Healer’s quarters and looked around, unsure of where to find the others. 

 “Excuse me,” she said to a passing soldier.

 The young man – no, woman – turned, her face questioning. “Yes?”

 “I’m a stranger here,” Abigail said, smiling. “My name is Abigail. Could you direct me to the Castellan’s quarters, please?”

 “I am Jerica,” the young woman said. “If I might test your Waymark, Waymage Abigail,” 

 “Of course.”

 This done, Jerica became less formal. “You must be one of the people who came with our Mistress Ylonya.”

 “You know Ylonya?” Abigail said, surprised. Yet why not – they were in Yrusian, after all.

 “Everyone knows Mistress Ylonya,” the young woman replied. “The Castellan’s quarters are this way.”

 Jerica led Abigail across the courtyard to the gate she had come through with Elyssa, set between two high, granite towers. She opened the door of the right-hand tower and led her up some spiral stairs. Before long, Abigail could hear voices she recognised.

 Jerica knocked on a sturdy wooden door. 

 “Come,” a deep voice said.

 “My Lord Castellan,” Jerica said, “here is Waymage Abigail, another of Mistress Ylonya’s company.”

 “Come within, Waymage Abigail,” Trévon said.

 “Thank you, sir.” Abigail turned to Jerica, “and thank you, Jerica.”

 The young woman bowed, turned on her heel, and clattered back down the stairs.

 “Close the door and sit down,” Trévon said. “Ylonya has told me of your quest.”

 Abigail sat gratefully.

 “How is Shaunan?” Tremond asked.

 “She fell asleep as soon as she sat down in Healer Elyssa’s quarters,” Abigail said. “The Healer will examine her later, when she wakes.”

 “We were just having something to eat,” Ylonya said. “There is plenty for you.”

 “Thank you.” Abigail said, walking over to the table and helping herself. “What has been decided?”

 “We have not got very far,” Ylonya said. “I have explained to Trévon that we need to reach Talamunem City, then a servant arrived with our dinner.”

 “But now,” the Castellan put in, “it is getting late, and you are all weary. I will ring for someone to show you to our guest quarters. We will speak again in the morning.”

 “But,” Ednor began. 

 “He’s right,” Ylonya said, putting her hand on Ednor’s arm. “I don’t know about you, but I could do with a good night’s sleep before we do our planning.”

 Ednor frowned, then nodded. “Very well.”

 Abigail finished eating and rose. “I must return to Shaunan.”

 

Shaunan awoke with a start and had no idea where she was. Looking round, she saw she was in a Healer’s room. Then memory came flooding back. 

 She started to rise, but a light voice from behind her said, “Stay where you are, Waymage Shaunan.”

 A dainty woman in the lilac robes of a Healer walked forward so that Shaunan could see her. “I am Healer Elyssa. You are at Chorich Castle. Abigail brought you here. She has gone to meet the others of your company.”

 “What has she told you?” Shaunan asked.

 “That you collapsed nine days ago, with pain in your chest and found it hard to breathe. She gave me the potion that Waymage Tabor prepared for you. If I may examine you?”

 Elyssa led her to a narrow bed in the corner of the room. “Lie here, please, Waymage Shaunan, propped up on these pillows.”

 Shaunan managed a smile through the tightness in her chest. “Shaunan will do, Elyssa.”

 But she did as she was told.

 The Healer examined her thoroughly, then moved away. She returned with the potion bottle Tabor had given to Abigail and a glass of water. She added three drops of the potion to the water, then gave it to Shaunan, who obediently drank it down. 

 “Now, Shaunan,” Elyssa said. “How long have you been having these pains?”

 “For a few seisdags. But don’t tell Abigail.”

 “I think she knows,” Elyssa said with a wry smile. “You know it is your heart that is causing your symptoms.”

 Shaunan nodded. “Yes, but I hoped that Tabor’s potion would heal me.”

 “Abigail has told me that your company has business in Talamdor,” Elyssa said. “I think it would be best if you stayed here, waited for their return.”

 “But they need me with them,” Shaunan protested. “Abigail has only had her Waymark since Dagârastide, and I have not had the chance to teach her much healing.”

 “You must tell me the tale, one day,” Elyssa said. “But do you truly believe you are fit enough to accompany them?”

 The Healer held Shaunan’s gaze for a long moment. 

 Shaunan fought against accepting Elyssa’s implicit diagnosis, but she knew it was true. 

 “I suppose not,” she whispered. “If I fell ill at an inconvenient time, it could be fatal for the quest.”

 “I am sorry, Shaunan, but I fear you are right. Stay here, and I will tend you, so that you are fit enough to accompany them when they return.”

 “You have a Waymage here?” Shaunan asked. “I feel in need of spiritual direction.”

 “Yes, Waymage Rusilon,” Elyssa replied. “I will bring her to you.” 

 

Aidren was not accustomed to the grandeur he saw all around him. He had been assigned a fair-sized chamber with Ednor and Tremond and the two men had fallen asleep quickly, filling the air with their snores. But Aidren could not sleep. The bed was too soft, and his heart was too heavy.

 The next morning, after doing their Immersion practice, the three of them found their way to the Great Hall, where most of the castle’s inhabitants were eating breakfast. He looked for Abigail and Ylonya and saw them sitting at a table on the dais at one end of the hall, Ylonya with the Castellan on her left. The blue banner of Yrusian swayed above them in the light breeze coming in through the open windows.

 It was a grand room, nearly as long as the audience chamber of Lord Lesym and Lady Bélia, back in Luvodican. Bright shields hung on the walls. The rest of the tables were set at right angles to the dais and he and Ednor and Tremond found one with some space.

 “May we join you?” Ednor asked.

 The soldiers seated at the table shifted along on their benches to make room. Aidren recognised the elderly sergeant who had been drilling his troops the previous evening. He was easily old enough to be Aidren’s grandfather and had a fine, waxed moustache.

 Once the three of them had sat down, the men around the table passed them the basket of bread and platter of cold meats. Aidren didn’t feel hungry but took some anyway. He knew he’d need his strength for the onward journey.

 “What news of the war?” Ednor asked.

 “Who’s asking?” the sergeant said.

 Ednor drew himself up. “I am Ednor of Néartania. My friends are Tremond of Garûnalonden and Aidren of Dagâran.”

 “The Ednor?” the man said, a flush mantling his cheeks. “Son of Lord Éadulf and Lady Aethed?” 

 Ednor nodded. 

 “My apologies, my Lord.”

 “Forget it,” Ednor said. “You can repay me by telling me what is going on. We have been in the Fenland for the past couple of seisdags and I am out of touch.”

 The sergeant leaned forward, lowered his voice. “Rumour has it that things are not going well, my Lord. The Talamdorian army has crossed the mountains and attacked Cristail Keep in the north and Mistbourne Keep in the south, or so I’ve heard.”

 “What size is their army? What equipment do they have? How have we defended ourselves?” The questions came boiling out of Ednor.

 The sergeant shrugged. “Some thousands of men, well-armed,” he said. “That is all I know. If you need more, you had better ask the Castellan.”

 “Don’t worry, I will.”

 Aidren sat back. More bad news.

 

At fourth hour, Ylonya went to see Trévon again, while the men packed and prepared the horses for departure. Abigail was once more with Shaunan.

 “What advice can you give me for our onward journey?” Ylonya asked. “I have never been in Talamdor, so any information you have would be most helpful.”

 “I have been Castellan of Chorich Castle for the past five years,” Trévon said, “but before then, as you know, I was one of Castellan Dravis’s scouts. We often found our way over the mountains into Talamdor.”

 “You did?” Ylonya said, relieved. “What can you tell me?”

 “Over the years, we have gained a reasonable knowledge of northern Talamdor,” Trévon said. “Once, I saved the life of a young Talamdorian woman, Malke, who was being attacked by a wolf. She was quite badly injured, so I took her back to her village, Silvin, about ten miles north-east of Talamunem City. She was the daughter of the headman of the village. Since then, she has provided us with a safe hiding place for our scouts and sometimes sends us snippets of information through her brother, who trades with Yrusian. I will give you a token to give to her, so that she knows you have come from me.”

 “That could be very useful,” Ylonya said. “But wouldn’t the other villagers betray us?”

 “No,” Trévon said. “Malke is now headwoman, and they are completely loyal to her. To them, the affairs of Talamunem City and southern Talamdor are remote, especially since the Havimi conquered Talamdor. At that time, the villages of the north learned self-sufficiency. They live simply, supporting themselves on what they grow and hunt. You can trust her. I recommend you leave your horses with her and do the final miles on foot – you will be less conspicuous.”

 Ylonya nodded, “I suppose you’re right. But it will be awkward if we have to get away in a hurry. Do you have a map which shows the location of this village?” 

 “Yes. I will give you a copy when you leave. I take it you still use your Finding skills?”

 “Yes, why?”

 “I will give you something from the village to guide you there.”

 “Thank you, my old friend.”

 “Furthermore,” Trévon continued, “I do not recommend crossing the mountains from here. There is a secret crossing, only known to our scouts, about a dozen miles north of here. I will send one of them with you to show you the way.”

 “Thank you. We are in your debt.” She paused, then continued, “I have another favour to ask you.”

 Trévon smiled at her, his eyes twinkling. “What is it?”

 “That you will allow Shaunan to remain here in Elyssa’s care. She is not fit enough to risk.”

 “Of course.”

 

“I have spoken with Elyssa and with Waymage Rusilon,” Shaunan said, “and have decided to stay here. I cannot risk becoming a burden to you all.”

 Abigail hugged her fiercely. “You are never a burden,” she said. “I hate the idea of leaving you – how will we manage without you?”

 “You have learned much in the past seisdags,” Shaunan said “and know more than you think.” 

 “You have been with me since the beginning of all this and without Ellyn too…” Abigail broke off, clapped her hand to her mouth. “I’m so sorry. It must be so much worse for you.”

 Shaunan sternly ordered her tears back to their source. Whatever happened, she must send Abigail off happy, not worried about her. “I will be fine,” she said. “Do not concern yourself about me.”

 “What will I do if one of them is injured?” Abigail asked.

 “Visualise me with you and ask yourself what I would do. The answer will come to you.”

 Shaunan sat up and reached for her healer’s bag. “I am going to give you some of my more esoteric medicines,” she said. “There is little time to explain their uses, but Waymage Rusilon is one who can speak over distance, so if there is need, you can contact her and, through her, me.”

 She saw Abigail’s expression lighten. Then the girl asked, “Do you think we will succeed?”

 Shaunan started to say that it would be the will of Ranu. Then a surety swept over her. “There will be great danger,” she said, “and one of you will be injured. But you will find the strength to overcome all obstacles.”

 She sat back in her chair, shaken. The words had not been hers. But she recognised their truth.

 “One of us will be injured,” Abigail said. “Who?”

 “I do not know, child,” Shaunan said. “But I have seen no deaths. You will be able to deal with whatever comes. Now go and pack. I will see you off presently. May the Way be with you, my dear girl.”

 Abigail bent down and kissed her. “May the Way be with you also.”




Chapter 2

 

After a hasty lunch the company were in the stable yard, ready to mount up and leave. Abigail noticed that a canvas package, long and thin, had been tied to the back of each of their saddles with leather thongs. She was about to ask about it when the Castellan arrived, accompanied by a slim woman in her early twenties, clad all in brown, a bow in her hand, a long knife at her belt and a quiver full of arrows on her back. 

 “This is Crinan,” he said, “one of our scouts. She will guide you to the secret pass through the Talamdorian Mountains, then return to us.”

 It was the first Abigail had heard of any secret pass. What had Ylonya told the Castellan?

 “Thank you, Castellan Trévon,” Ylonya said. “We are in your debt.”

 Abigail saw his eyes twinkle at her formality. She was so grateful to Ylonya for taking on the leadership of the company – no-one else was more fitted for it, with her friend’s wide experience of journeying, her ability to rely on her wits and her many contacts to keep herself and the rest of them safe. And, perhaps more importantly, Ylonya had earned the respect of Ednor and Tremond. 

 Then Shaunan and Elyssa entered the stable yard and Abigail’s heart contracted. Shaunan still looked so frail. How was she going to manage without her mentor’s gentle wisdom? Stop it, Abigail. You’re going to have to.

 “I come to wish you success in your quest,” Shaunan said. “May the Way guard and guide you.” Go well, Abigail – I have every faith in you.

 Abigail bowed her head in acknowledgement. Thank you, Shaunan. I hope we will be back soon, with Jacob and the Master Bloodstone.

 May the Way guard and guide you, my dear.

 While they had been speaking, Crinan had gone to the stables and returned leading a black horse, all tacked up and ready to go. She mounted it smoothly and took her place beside Ylonya.

 “Go now and take care,” Trévon said. “Remember that you can trust Malke, but no-one else. May the Way be with you all.”

 Abigail mounted her mare and exchanged a final glance with Shaunan. This was it – the final stage of the quest. There had been so many beginnings in the past seisdags – leaving England, leaving the settlement, meeting Aidren and Ellyn, and being given their quest at Ranusheim. As she watched the others swing onto their mounts, she felt a frisson of excitement – maybe this was the beginning of the end.

 

They clattered over the lowered drawbridge, Crinan in the lead. She swung her horse’s head round to the left. “This way.”

 “How long have you been a scout?” Ylonya asked, as they rode parallel to the north-eastern granite wall of the castle.

 “For more than five years, Mistress Ylonya.”

 “Ylonya will do. What drew you to the work?”

 Unexpectedly, Crinan blushed. “I had heard many stories of your adventures,” she said, “and wanted to be like you.”

 “You have the Finding gift?” Ylonya asked, hiding her amusement.

 “I do. It has helped me find my way back to the Castle many times.”

 “Tell me what you have learned about Talamdor,” Ylonya said.

 Crinan’s eyes were questioning. 

 “No,” Ylonya said, “this isn’t a test of your knowledge. I know little of Talamdor, so anything you can tell me will help me to guide our company truly.”

 The Yrusian girl relaxed. “We have not ventured far into Talamdor,” she said. “I have come within five miles of Talamunem City, but no closer than that. So I can tell you about the north of the land, but nothing else.”

 “It is only about the north I need to know. We will be returning the same way we go in, if all goes well.”

 Ylonya could see the curiosity in the girl’s eyes. “I’m sorry, Crinan, I cannot tell you of our quest. But if we return, you will hear then.”

 Crinan accepted this with a nod. “Perhaps it would be best if you asked me questions and I could share my knowledge that way.”

 “Thank you. First of all, what is the land like?”

 “The secret pass is steep and narrow – it will take you a day to traverse it. Then you will see northern Talamdor before you. It is a bleak land, densely forested, with few people. Mining villages are scattered around, where the lodes are. The map the Castellan has given you shows their location, but you will need to rely on the food and drink you carry, plus anything you can forage, until you reach Silvin, the village of Malke.”

 “Yes,” Ylonya said, “the Castellan told me about that. Have you met her?”

 “A few times. She is not a typical Talamdorian – her skin is tanned like ours and her hair is dark brown, not black.”

 “Do you think she may have Yrusian blood in her veins?”

 Crinan looked startled, but said only, “I suppose she might have.”

 “It would explain much,” Ylonya said. “What is the route to Malke’s village?”

  “It is about ten or so miles north-east of Talamunem City, so about seventy miles south-west of the Talamdorian side of the secret pass. I could show you more easily on the map.”

 “Then I will look at it with you when we stop for dinner,” Ylonya said. “I hope to reach the mouth of the pass on our side by then.”

 Crinan nodded. “Very well.”

 They continued to ride through the countryside of south-west Yrusian. This part of the land was sparsely populated – there were only a few villages dotted around the valleys on this side of the Talamdorian Mountains, with every possible inch under cultivation. But Ylonya knew it, nonetheless. Where they were going next, she would be travelling blind, relying on the knowledge of others. May Yrusia be with them.

 

They reached what Abigail assumed was the foot of the pass at twelfth hour, when the light was fading from the sky. She could see no entrance – just the jagged mountains towering above and around them. Crinan led them to a wooden hut, a few hundred yards beyond, concealed behind an outcropping of rock.

 “It is too late to make a start now,” she said. “We stay here sometimes, before making our forays into Talamdor.”

 Abigail looked around curiously. It reminded her a little of the charcoal burner’s hut, back in Saltiswoods in south-east Néartania – it had the same slatted wood walls, the same air of disuse. But when she walked inside, there were three rooms instead of one – a central space, flanked by two sleeping areas.

 “Women sleep there,” Crinan said, pointing to the one on the left, “men, there.” 

 Abigail poked her head into the women’s bedroom, although to call it a bedroom was to give it almost too much status. There were four pallets arranged in a row on the floor, and a large wooden chest, which she assumed contained blankets. So she’d be sharing with Crinan and Ylonya. 

 It felt so strange, so heart-wrenchingly sad, not to be sharing with Ellyn – whispering secrets in their beds in the evenings, sharing the time of Immersion in the mornings. Would there ever be a day she did not miss her friend?

 Crinan lit the fire in the hearth of the central space, and they all relaxed around it, feasting on some of the food the Castellan had given them – hunks of fresh bread, spread with butter and honey and last year’s ripe apples, wrinkled but still sweet. They would save the rest for the journey ahead – well-wrapped loaves of feolin, strips of salted meat and dried fruit. 

 “Tell us some stories of your journeys into Talamdor,” Abigail said.

 “There’s not much to tell,” Crinan said. “We always go in groups of three, so that if one of us is injured, the second might stay with them, while the third returns to the Castle for aid.”

 “Is it such a dangerous land, then?” Ednor asked.

 “Not in itself,” Crinan said, “but we never forget that Talamdorians are enemies of Veylindré and the consequence of any meeting might be serious.”

 “Do Talamdorians from further south scout the north?” Ylonya asked.

 “Sometimes, but I have not seen many – at least, not in recent seisdags. I think they believe the main threat to Talamdor will come from the north-east and east – from Néartania.”

 Ednor sat back. Abigail could sense his satisfaction with Crinan’s words. 

 Ylonya fished the Castellan’s map out of her pack. “Would you show us the best route to Malke’s village?”

 It was getting darker in the hut, so Abigail lit her Goldstone. And was a little surprised by how unremarkable it had become to rely on the power of the Way.

 Ylonya nodded her thanks as she spread the map out in front of her. 

 Crinan moved closer to Ylonya, then sat down again. The rest of them crowded round so that they could see what she was showing them.

 “We are here,” she said, pointing to a small dot on the map, “and the secret pass starts here.” She pointed again. “Once you are in Talamdor, you will need to avoid all of the marked villages except for Malke’s, here.”

 “What is the terrain like?” Ylonya asked.

 “Hilly and densely forested,” Crinan said. “There are narrow valleys between the hills, in which the Talamdorians grow what they can. But the soil is poor – they trade the metals and minerals they mine for anything else they need.”

 “Whom do they trade with?” Ylonya said, her trading instincts obviously aroused.

 “Mainly with the more fertile regions of Talamdor, I think,” Crinan said. “And in recent years, we have heard that Talamdor has started to trade with Havim once more.”

 “Really?” Ylonya said. “It was only a few decades ago they were under the Havimi thumb.”

 Crinan shrugged. “Who knows what is in the mind of the Prophet?”

 “Where will we find shelter?” Abigail said. “It is too cold to sleep outside in only our blankets.”

 “That will not be necessary,” Crinan said, smiling at her. “We have given you some of our tents to help with that.”

 “Tents?”

 Crinan went outside and came back in with one of the mysterious packages Abigail had noticed earlier. “This,” she said, “is a tent. They were developed for us by Waymage Rusilon. Stand back, everyone, and I’ll show you how they work.”

 The five of them scrambled to their feet and retreated to the walls of the room. Crinan laid the package on the floor and undid the leather thong that tied it together. Then she clasped her Goldstone and said, “Gal lo bynn fosgan.”

 Before their astonished gaze, the dun and green coloured canvas sprang to life, turning into a cylindrical shape with an opening at one end, ties hanging from it to fasten it closed.

 “There is room within for one person and their pack,” Crinan said, grinning at their surprise, “be they as tall as a Garûnalonden.” She smiled at Tremond. “Waymage Rusilon has laid a charm upon them, so that once you have tied them shut, they will be warm enough within.” 

 “Thank you, Crinan,” Ylonya said, These are a generous gift.” 

 “Then,” Crinan said, “when you want to put them away, say, ‘Streik an pakin.’”

 The tent leapt into the air and came down folded back into its original shape, ready for packing away. 

 “The colours were chosen to be inconspicuous against the landscape here,” she said. “May they serve you well.”

 “We are grateful, Crinan,” Abigail said. “Without the aid of others, we would not have come this far. We are in your debt. Please thank Waymage Rusilon for us.”

 

“Go away,” Aidren said, burrowing deeper under his blankets. It hardly seemed a moment since he had closed his eyes. He had been dreaming of Ellyn… Automatically, he cut off that train of thought. He could not afford to think about her, not now. Otherwise, his grief would be too much to bear. 

 Someone kept on shaking him. Reluctantly, he opened his eyes. “What? What is it?”

 “It’s time for breakfast,” Tremond said. “We need to make an early start to get through the pass in one day.”

 Aidren sat up, suddenly wide awake. Of course, they were going to enter Talamdor today. Talamdor. Not in his wildest dreams had he ever thought he would be going there.

 “I’ll be with you in a minute,” he said.

 When he entered the central space, the others were eating breakfast.

 “Come and eat, Aidren. We must be on our way soon,” Ylonya said. “Crinan is going to come with us the first part of the way, then return to the Castle.”

 Within half an hour, they were mounted up, ready to leave. Crinan locked the door behind her, put the key in an inside pocket. They followed her back the way they had come the previous evening, then turned right into a narrow opening that looked as though it led nowhere. It was nearly as well hidden as the entrance to the Myner’s Gap – that seemed so long ago.

 The path upward was narrow, as Crinan had said, and they could only pass in single file – Crinan in the lead, followed by Ylonya, Tremond, Abigail, then Aidren himself, with Ednor bringing up the rear. The ground beneath their horses’ hooves was covered with loose pebbles and small, jagged rocks – difficult to negotiate. Small bushes and plants lined the path, releasing their scent as the company pushed past them. The sun did not penetrate this pass, or at least not at this time of day, and a chill wind blew down from the top. Aidren found himself hunching his shoulders, in anticipation of an attack.

 But nothing happened. They climbed and climbed. The sun rose higher in the sky and Aidren began to feel it warming his back. Then the path began to level off and he guessed they were almost at the head of the pass.

 A few minutes later Crinan stopped at the summit, then turned to face them all. “This is where I leave you,” she said. “Be careful of the path down – the scree makes the going slippery.”

 “Thank you for your aid,” Ylonya said. “May your journey home be smooth and safe.”

 Crinan inclined her head. “There is a wider place a little further on, where you may stop and eat. May the Way guard and guide you all.”

 She started back down the pass to Yrusian. They were on their own.

 

It took them nearly as long to descend the other side of the pass as it had to climb up. They kept their pace to a walk – the ground was as treacherous as Crinan had warned. As they approached the mouth of the pass on the Talamdorian side, Abigail had a shock. Ahead of them was a smoky red light, blocking their path. Ylonya was about to walk her horse into it.

 “Stop!” Abigail cried. “Can’t you see it?”

 Ylonya pulled on her reins, then turned her horse to face Abigail.

  “See what?”

 “The red light. It’s all across the path.”

 “I see no light,” Tremond said. “Does anyone else?”

 They all shook their heads. 

 “You must believe me,” Abigail said. “I sense it is evil. If you walk into it, you will die.”

 “Trévon said nothing about this,” Ylonya said, “and neither did Crinan. But I trust your sight. How can we get past it?”

 “Let me open my senses to it,” Abigail said. “Then maybe I can work out how to pass it without danger.”

 As the others sat silent on their horses, Abigail let her reins drop and took out her Goldstone. She could feel the – whatever it was – prickling the skin of her face. Opening her mind, she pushed her thought out towards it. Then shied away, closing her mind as quickly as she could.

 “It is a barrier,” she said. “If we walk into it, something both powerful and evil will come to life to defend the pass against us.”

 Ylonya frowned. “But we must get through it,” she said. 

 “I know,” Abigail said. “Let me think…” And she closed her eyes once more.

 Again the others gave her the gift of silence, so that she could
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